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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines a participatory approach to interpretive planning, employed in
the Shark Bay World Heritage Area, Western Australia. At the project outset
relations between the conservation agency responsible for administering World
Heritage and the local community were strained, and complicated by a history of
conflict over the World Heritage listing and subsequent management of the area.
A participatory approach to interpretive planning was adopted in the hope that
doing so would achieve the following: improved rebtions between polarised
stakeholder groups, increased community support for the plan and its
implementation, and improved access to the variety of knowledge pools within the
Shark Bay community.
Effectively cngnging and integrating the interests of the area's polarised
stakeholders meant that their social, political, organisational and disciplinary
divisions had to be overcome. To do this, a novel participatory interpretive
planni.ng method was developed using action research. This method employed a
combination of techniques, including a modified Delphi Technique based on indepth interviews, key informants, and direct prolonged emcrsion of the researcher
in the community. 'l11e practical results of the project were the production of a
stakeholder-derived communications strategy and interpretive plan for the World
Heritage Area. These products embodied the collective social, cultural, economic
and environmental interests of Shark Bay stakeholders, and included agreed-upon
objectives, messages, stories for representing Shark Bar to the outside world.
The participatory planning process also resulted in a number of instrumental and
trans formative outcomes including: surfacing of latent community issues, quieting
of dominant rhetoric, identification of common values among stakeholders,
collection of knowledge from multiple sources and contexts, equalisation of power
between community segments, empowerment of marginalised community
members, creation of social capital, and generation of support and commitment to
plan implementation. In addition, the study demonstrated that participatory
processes arc vulnerable to cooption and manipvlation by powerful stakeholders,
and that the success of such processes relics more on the creation of trusting
relationships (i.e. social capital) between stakeholders and facilitators than on the
application of formulaic group techniques used to garner public input.
With respect to interpretive planning, this project showed how a participatory
approach to interpretive planning can be used as an ethical means to develop
multiple narratives for interpretation that are just and legitimate representations of

the community's interests and stories. Other implications of this project,
particularly in relation to the creation of social capital and horizontal and vertical
relationships between community and agency groups, indicate that participatory
interpretive planning can be used as an intervention in situations where
conservation initiatives have resulted in conflict with local communities. Positive
change is achieved tluough the creation of a common platform of values, mutual
understanding and knowledge, from which further cfologue and reciprocal
cooperation can take pl~ce. The evidence presented suggests that the stakeholdercentred approach to imerpretive planning used in Shark Bay may fonn a useful
basis for collaborative environmental management in a range of contexts and
landscapes where new conservation initiatives are being contemplated. Lessons
learned through application of this novel approzr.h to interpretive planroing may
prove useful to interpretive professionals, environmental managers, governments
and businesses attempting cross-disciplinary integration of multiple stakeholder
interests.
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GLOSSARY

Communication. Conununication can be defined as the "successful transmission
of thoughts or ideas, without significant distortion, so that understanding is
achieved" (Fazio and Gilbert, 1986).

Interpretation.

Interpretation is an educational activity that "aims to reveal

meaning about our natural and cultural environment'' (Beck and Cable, -1998).

Ecosystem Health. "Ecosystem health is an integrative field that acknowledges
and explores the interrelations between human activity, social organization,
ecological systems, and human health" (Rapport et al, 1998).
Action Research. "Action research is a qualitative research approach which has
the dual aims of action and research: action to bring about change in some
conununity, organization or program, and research to increase understanding on
the part of tr, researcher and/or client" (Dick 1993).
Stakeholder. "Any group ot individual who can affect, ot is affected by, the
achievement of a corporation's putpose" (Freeman, 1984).
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ABBREVIATIONS AND ACRONYMS

CALM. Westem Australia Department of Conservation and Land Management
SBWHA. Shark Bay World Heritage Area
WA. Western Australia
NGO. Non-govemment organisation

"Every spoken word arouses our se!f-wi/L"
- Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION AND STUDY ORGANISATION

'There is nothing more d'!lficult than lo achieve a new order of things with no supportfrom thoJe who
will not benefi.tfrom the new order, and onfy !Jfkewarm JlljJportfrom those who w,J/."
-Machiavelli, The Prince, 1514
Shark Bay was declared a World Heritage area in 1991 because of its globally outstanding
natural values. To gain World Heritage status, a natural site must meet one of four strict
criteria set out by the World Heritage Committee. Shark Bay is one of only 144 natural
sites around the globe that have been awarded World Heritage status, and one of only
sixteen (as of2003) that meet all four of the criteria.
However, Shark Bay's World Heritage listing has not been without problems. According
to historical writer, Hugh Edwards (1999, p.363), Shark Bay "is a place where changes of
any kind-barring an improvement in the weather-have seldom been welcome." Many
residents were disgruntled with the surge in tourism that followed when the 130 km
stretch of road between the West Coast Highway and Denham was finally sealed in 1985,
effectively linking Shark Bay to We outside world. Unsurprisingly, the proposal for World
Heritage listing in the late 1980s was not welcomed by an overwhelming majority of local
residents, who felt the listing would close down industry, jeopardise their lifestyles,
remove large parcels of land from traditional use, i:nd result in outside, non-representative
interference in local decision-making by state, federal and intemational government
agencies. This opposition was so fierce that the conflict made the cover of Time htstralia
magazine (November 28, 1988). Nonetheless, as part of a 1990 pre-election promise, the
Federal government pushed ahead with World Heritage listing for Shark Bay, despite the
vehement opposition of Shark Bay residents.
However, the listing did not take place without concessions &om the Federal government.
Pastoral, fishing and shell mining industries were maintained within the World Heritage
area, while the Denham townsite and salt mining operations were totally excised.
Edwards (1999) quotes an editorial from the West A11stralia11 newspaper: "In spite of the
controversy and confusion that preceded it, the agreement between the State and World
Heritage nomination appears to be a reasonable compromise that will safeguard both the
environment and human activity in the area." (West A11stralia11, 4 October 1990, cited in
Edwards, 1999, p.383).

Despite these final concessions, and the eleven years that have passed since the World
Heritage listing, much of the original opposition remains, and many local people still feel
that government management agencies are often indifferent to the needs of the
community. Some local people also feel that they are ill-informed by management
agencies, and are not given genuine opportunities to provide input and influence
management pla..ming. Others feel that World Heritage listing has been socially damaging
because it has created long-standing divisions within the community, and resulted in
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marginalisation of the original inhabitants (primarily fishers of Aboriginal-Malay descent)
because of increases in tourism and tourism related economy,
The lack of local understanding as to wqJ Shark Bay is a World Heritage area has
compounded these problems. Thirty-nine World Heritage values have been identified for
Shark. Bay. These values arise from a complex interplay between geClmorphological,
hydrological, evolutionary and biological factors, and as a consequence are difficult for
non-scientists and non-specialists to appreciate or understand.
Improved communication is clearly an essential first step for repairing the rift between
management agencies and the local community, and for raising awareness and
appreciation for the reasons why Shark Bay is a globally outstanding area. Yet despite
this, the approach to communications and interpretation in the Shark Bay World Heritage
Area (SBWHA) had been ad hoc until recent times. Individual government agencies and
tourism operators have independently developed their own messages and
communications mate.rials to suit their respective corporate objectives. As a result, there
are few consistent messages as to why Shark Bay is globally outstanding, or how people
ought to conduct themselves when in the area. Information that is available is often
outdated, inaccurate, and/ or reflective of the corporate objectives of the agency or
company that produced the information, rather than World Heritage principles and
values. Consequently, there is often patchy, incomplete information explaining the
reasons for Shark Bay's World Herirnge status in lay terms.
Tbis lack of a coordinated approach to communications in Shark Bay has had a number
of consequences. Presently, few people-including locals, visitors and government agency
staff-have a clear or complete understanding as to why Shark Bay is a World Heritage
area. Some scientists with long-term research interests in the area feel that their work has
not been adequately translated into management action or educational material. In
addition, residents have sometimes felt that agencies do not sufficiently recognise that the
history, identity and aspirations of the local residents are also an important part of the
Shark Bay story.
Lack of communication and a low state and nation-wide profile have also made it more
difficult to raise support, cooperation and resowces for management and conservation
activities in the area. In addition, given the area is very large, of mixed tenure, and with
few regulatory staff available to enforce regulations, inappropriate activities remain a
problem because visitors are not well-informed, and residents are not on-side. It has also
meant that the local population has not seen as much social and economic benefit from
World Heritage listing as it had hoped, because visitors are not aware of there being much
to see or do in the area beyond visiting Monkey Mia, Shell Beach and the stromatolites, or
going fishing.
In order to help remedy these problems, the researcher was contracted by the Department
of Conservation and Land Management (CALM) in 2001 to develop an interpretation and
communications plan for the SBWHA that would improve relations between stakeholders
in the SBWHA, improve coordination of communications between the various agencies,
and increase commitment to and nndc:rstanding of World Heritage among stakeholders
and visitors.
2

In recognition of Allen's (2001) obsetvation that environmental issues can only be
effectively resolved by fostering commitment and understanding among those involved in
the change process, and given the context of the proposed planning exercise, it was the
researcher's belief that a conventional strategic plan.ning cycle would be ineffective in this
case. She felt that a convergent approach, bringing together biological, social and
economic knowledge into a common values platform, would be required to generate a
bottom-up strategy supported by the array of Shark Bay stakeholders.
Tbis required the adoption of a participatory approach to developing the plan. Key
stakeholders-who would potentially affect support and delivery of the plan-would be
directly engaged in the plan development A participatory approach was selected on the
assumption that stakeholder engagement in the planning process would result in the
following: improved relationships and communication between stakeholders, a larger
lmowledge base for developing the plan, increased understanding and commitment
amongst stakeholders, and a plan that was directly meaningful and relevant to stakeholder
interests. It was hoped that the participatory process would thereby begin to achieve the
primary objectives of the interpretation and communications plan, before plan
implementation.
There was, however, no suitable pre-extstmg methodology to guide a participatory
interpretive planning process for the SBWHA. D!!spite incrrnsing recognition of the
value of participation in planning for environmental management, notions of greater
collaboration with the public and other stakeholders have not had as much cany-over into
interpretive planning for parks and other areas of conservation significance. Traditionally,
interpretive planning has been used as a tool for increasing public compliance and support
for management objectives developed by government agencies, and has taken the form of
traditional 1public relations', whereby stakeholders are targeted with careful and persuasive
messages, with little genuine dialogue or two-way communication. Although interpretive
practitioners have increasingly identified the need for greater community involvement in
the intetpretive planning process, there is very little literature describing methods for
engaging communities in such processes, or the outcomes or implications of such
processes on the relevance and effectiveness of interpretation or on environmental
management generally. Llterature which describes participatory planning methods tends
to focus on workshops and other group planning techniques, approaches unsuitable for
Shark Bay, given the hostility that often erupts during public gatherings because of the
community being highly polarised over World Heritage related issues.
In absence of a tested methodology to guide the planning, the researcher borrcwed
components from existing interpretive and communications planning models, and
reworked them where necessary to accommodate stakeholder participation. From this, a
loose planning framework was created, which was then allowed to evolve, change and
solidify with input and direction from participating stakeholders through the adoption of
an action research :..pproach. The methodology and the response of the local community
and other stakeholders to the planning process were recorded in order to provide a
docwnented process for consideration by other interpretive and communications
practitioners, and to provide an analysis of the process outcomes, particularly as they
pertain to communications, interpretation, ecosystem health and environmental
management in areas of consetvation significance.

3
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The Purpose of the Study:

Action research studies arc characterised by having dual aims of action and re.rearcb. action
to bring about change ir, some community or organisation, and research to increase
knowledge and understanding on the part of the researcher and client. Thus, the purpose

of this study was twofold.
Firstly, it aimed to generate action, by developing
conununications and interpretation plans for the Shark Bay World Heritage Area in
collaboration with key stakeholders, and in doing so, improve stakeholder relations with
respect to environmental management of the area. Secondly, the study aimed to generate
knowkdgr., by examining participatory methods used to engage a hostile, polarised
community, analysing the outcomes of a participatory approach to ,.ornmunicat:ions and
interpretive planning, and exploring the implications of these •.mtcomes for interpretive
planning and strategic environmental management in the Shark Bay World Heritage Atca.

1.2

Research Questions:

The research questions posed by this study arc as follows:

1. What participatory methods can be used to engage a polarised community in a
collaborative planning process?
What
sorts of outcomes are derived using a participatory approach to
2.
communications/interpretive planning for environmental management?
3. What arc the implications of these outcomes in relation to interpretive planning?
4. What are the implications of these outcomes to environmental management?

1.3

Organisation of the Srudy

This thesis is organised into five chapters. It starts with this introduction outlining the
study context and research questions followed by a brief literature review outlining the
conceptual framework that informed the study at its inception. Next is an outline of the
project methodology followed by a <letailed practical description of the project chronology
and a stakeholder evaluation of the program. The final chapter presents a detailed
theoretical reflection on the project outcomes and final conclusions in relation to the
study's implications for interpretive planning !:Od environmental management.

Chapter 1: Introduction a11d Sturfy 0,ganisati'on
Chapter 1 introduces the situation that provided the impetus for this study. Relations
between the local conservation agency responsible for administering World Heritage and
the local community were strained, and complicated by a history of conflict and resistance
of the local community to World Heritage listing and the couservation agency's
administration of the area. As a consequence of this and poorly integrated ad hoc
approaches to communications among the various organisations in the area, there was
poor awareness as to why Sh:uk Bay was a World Heritage area. A participatory approach
to communications planning was decided on, as a means of repairing relations with the
local community and increasing appreciation for the area's World Heritage values. The
chapter then follows with an outline of the purpose of the study and the research
questions.
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Chapter 2: Conceptual Framework
Chapter 2 outlines the fields of ·mowledge that infonned this study at its outset. It
presents evidence that rationalises the need for this study, including ethical concerns
related to the following: levels of participation and the strength and legitimacy of planning
decisions; attempts by scientists to influence public opinion with one-way, persuasive
communication; and the failure of the Western paradigm of protected area management
to acknowledge the historic and ongoing interconnections between hwnans and
landscapes as is necessary for ecosystem health. It also describes the managerial
importance of participation in successful delivery of strategy or char1ge. The chapter goes
on to provide an overview of some of the documented benefits and pitfalls of
participation and uses these to define a loose conceptual framework for the study. It also
points out research gaps, noting that genuinely participative processes are rare and little
studied, and that outcomes of participatory interpretive planning processes have been
poorly documented. Nor have the effects of such processes been adequately examined
from the persrectives of participants or in terms of their implications with respect to
interpretation, environmental management and notions of ecosystem health.

Chapter 3: Methodofo.!J
Chapter 3 outlines and justifies the methodology used for the project It begins by
describing the principles of action research, and compares action research to quantitative
research methods. This is followed by a justification of why an action research was used
as an approach to engage stakeholders in this study. The chapter then discusses issues
associated with ensuring 'just' participation, and the usefulness of the Delphi technique in
circumventing group dynamics. The methods used to collect data arc also described,
including in-depth intetviews and key infonnants, as are means of triangulating and
member checking the data.

Chapter 4: Project Chronology And Practical &jlectio11s
Chapter 4 presents background information for the study followed by a detailed
chronology of the project. Th.is chapter presents the researcher's chronicle of the two
action research cycles used by the study, and. the various plan, act and reflect stages of
each cycle. The first cycle involved en2aging stakeholders in devising and prioritising
objectives, key messages and evaluatior, methods for a communications strategy for the
SBWHA. Methods used for this cycle included in-depth interviews with 115 stakeholders,
and a modified Delphi round used to fonnu1ate, rank and gain consensus on proposed
communications objectives and messages. The second action research cycle involved
engaging stakeholders to develop story ideas and gamer local and technical advice for a
detailed SBWHA interpretive plan. Tbis was done by undertaking a series of informal
and fonnal meetings, interviews and workshops with key informants identified in the first
action research cycle. This chapter includes pmctical reflections on the outcomes of both
action research cycles, as well as a stakeholder evaluation of the process. Theoretical
reflections on the project outcomes are excluded from this chapter and are instead
discussed in-depth in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: On/comes and Theoretical &flee/ions
Chapter 5 provides a detailed description of the instrumental outcomes of the planning
process, such as: finding common ground in a polarised community, the legitimacy and
representativeness of the process, the effectiveness of the process in tapping into
knowledge collectively held by the community and the level of support and commitment
for the plan and its implementation, 1bis chapter also looks at transformat:ive outcomes
of the project, including community empowcnnent and the creation of social capital. The
role of power in participatory processes and associated pitfalls are also analysed, as is the
role of the facilit.ator in ensuring the fairness and legitimacy of participatory processes.
This is followed by a discussion of the implications of using participatory methods for
interpretive planning, particularly as an ethical basis for developing multiple nanatives,
and for improving the uptake of knowledge through double-loop learning. The chapter
concludes with a discussion on the implications of the study's findings with respect to
conventional environmental planning, and suggests an alternative, communications-based
approach to environmental planning that is consistent with notions of ecosystem health,
post-normal science and transdisciplinary sustainability.

;i

'
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Chapter 2

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

'We are not going to be able to operate our Spaceship Earth mcces.if11/fy 11or far much longer unless
we see it a! a whole spaceship and ourfate as common. II ha! lo be ewrybotfy or nobotfy."
-Buckminster Fuller

2.1

Introduction

Most qualit.ative research is seen as being free from predetcrmined theories and questions
O"acob, 1988), which generally emerge after data collection, as opposed to before. This
study sought to document outcomes of a participatory planning process that had not been
previously described in the environmental management or intetpretive planning literature.
Such outcomes have undoubtedly been described for other fields of study, particularly
international development and health care research; however, the researcher refrained
from reviewing literature in these other fields until the study was completed, in an effort
to minimise the influence of preconceived notions on data collection. Thus, contributions
from these fields are incorporated in the discussions of Chapter 5 rather than in this
section.
Despite the need to remain relatively 'theory-free' at the start of qualit.ative studies,
Eisenhardt (1989, p.536) notes that a "priori specification of constructs can also help
shape the design of theory-building research" by permitting more accurate measurement
of constructs during the research.
Thus the researcher conducted a limited literature
search at the project inception.
For this study, the concept of ecosystem health-which asswnes that the health of human
communities and ecosystems are interrelated-is the fundamental underlying framework of
this environmental management study. However, the study is also informed by an array
of other fields: action research as a methodology to enhance democratic decision-making
and social innov2tion, and the importance of 'just' participation in garnering commitment
towards organisational change (these topics are dealt with in the methodology section of
Chapter 3); participation and multi-lateral communications and their role in negotiating
priorities for ecological policy arid supporting environment.al management and ecosystem
health; and intetpretive planning for parks and protected areas and levels of penetration
participatory notions have had in this arena in different parts of the world. While; these
fields represent somewhat disparate disciplines, they are nonetheless important and interrelated vehicles for achieving ecosystem health and supporting envirorunental
management in socially and economically complex landscapes.
This chapter outlines the fields of knowledge that infonned this study at its outset Its
purpose is to:
• rationalise the need for this study;
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•

review and :malyse existing research relevant to participation in environmental
management and interpr~tiVe planning, and identify knowledge gaps in the literature;
and

•

define a loose conceptual framework relating to presently acknowledged outcomes of
participatory processes in the field of environmental management.

2.2

2.2.1

Study Rationale

Participation from an ethical tind eCO,[YSfent health perspective

Historically in Australia, conventional planning cycles used by government agencies ofren
incorporated little genuine public participation. Rather they tended to adopt following
sequence: decide on a course of action, announce the decision, and then defend the
decision from ensuing protests (Government of Western Australia Citizens and Civics
Unit 2002). Where planning did incorporate public involvement, it was often limited to
obtaining public feedback on analysis, alternatives, and/ or decisions (Government of
Western Australia Citizens and Civics Unit 2002).

Levels of public participation are particularly relevant to environmental management
decisions, because such decisions affect land tenure, patterns of resource use and
settlement, and the lives and livelihoods of people. Pimbert and Pretty (1995), in their
!eport to the United Nations on the ethics of excluding people from protected areas,
observe that governments have typically decided what areas arc to be protected and how
they should be managed, with little or no input from local people. 1hey argue that local
knowledge, skills, and institutions, fine-tuned over generations of observation and
adaptation to the local environment, are frequently ignored in favour of sdentific
knowledge provided by external 'experts', who typically make recommendations on the
basis cursory surveys and the narrow foci of their respective disciplines. In addition, these
decisions are often made with little attention to the socio-economic effects on local
people excluded or displaced from the protected area (Pimbert and Pretty 1995).
However, in Australia and other Western countries, public expectations are changingpeople are more articulate and informed, and they expect to be more involved in decision
making. Government (and other) organizations increasingly recognise that engaging the
community in consultation is good practice (Government of Western Australia Citizens
and Civics Unit 2002). According to a report prepared for the Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development (Caddy & Vergez 2001, p.4) greater
participation by citizens allows governments to "tap wider sources of infonnation,
perspectives and potential solutions, and improves the quality of decisions reached., .(It
also) contributes to building trust in government, raising the quality of democracy, and
strengthening civic capacity." Other reasons for the growing advocacy for participatory
approaches to decision-making and policy development include decentralisation of
government and devolution of responsibility to community groups (Swanson 2001), and
recognition of the value and local expertise community members have to offer (Robertson
et al 2000). Over the last three decades, government agencies involved in environmental
management have increasingly embraced the trend toward greater public participation in
decision-making. In addition, the increasing complexity of environmental issues, and the
social and economic implications of environmental management decisions, have
highlighted the need for genuine cross-sectorial integration and collaboration in research
and decision-making (Funtowicz & Ravctz 1994, WHO 1997, Neller 2000).

B

Increased public and cross-secto:cial (i.e. stakeholder) involvement in environmental
decision-making is consistent with notions of ecosystem health. Ecosystem health is an
integrative field exploring the interrelations between hwnan activity, social organization,
ecological systems, and hwnan health (Rapport el ol1998). The issues emerging as a result
of ecosystem degradation at global, regional and local scales indicate the fundamental
relationship between human health and the sustainability of natural ecosystems (Postel &
Carpenter 1997, Gleick 2000). Failure to acknowledge the human dimension of
landscapes and exclusion of local people from these landscapes and associated
manage..tnent decisions has far reaching consequences, not only in tenns of social impact
but also on conservation success, Many "new conservation" scientists, such as Pimbert
and Pretty (199.5), argue that degradation of natural resources is more likely to occur in
areas where local people are excluded. They cite examples of intensified poverty and
environmental degradation in areas surrounding parks and reselves, growing rural
conflicts with the deterioration/ dismantling of traditional land management systems,
attacks on park personnel, protests and rallies, and poaching, burning and damaging of
park resources.
Numerous authors argue that societal preferences, as opposed to the goals of external
'experts', should drive the environmental management goals inherent in achieving
ecosystem health (e.g. Gaudet et aL1997, Meyer 1997, Meppem & Bourke 1999). Lackey
(2001) notes that identification of stakeholders and how their conflicting input should be
used to define ecosystem health must be considered for any specific ecological policy
issur. To do this, understanding the values and preferences of society is crucial, and
public involvement critical. For this to occur, effective, two-wqy communication between
environmental decision-makers and other stakeholders is critical.
Yet despite the increasing importance of two-way communication between decisionmakers and stakeholders in environmental planning, notions of greater collaboration with
the public and other stakeholders have had limited carry over to communications
planning. Traditionally, government conununication with stakeholders has taken the fonn
of traditional 'public relations', whereby stakeholders are targeted with careful and
persuasive messages, with little genuine dialogue or two-way conununicat:ion (Gardner,
2001). Tbis approach is considered by many to be both ethically questionable (Weiss
1988, McKenna 1999, Greenwood 2000) and ineffective (Grunig 1996). Gardner (2001),
following Mintzberg (1994), argues that strategic planning approaches using traditional
forms of conununications do not effectively integrate organisational activities or the
intelligence required for effective executive decisions.
Scientists and environmental management agencies often adhere to this traditional 'public
relations' approach of infonning the public and decision-makers, by attempting to
influence decisions on the basis of 'objective' scientific research, which is presented as a
convincing argument to be bought by other stakeholders and the public. The efficacy of
this traditional approach is also challenged by Weber (2001, p.2), a communications
scholar, who notes that 11 compelling scientific information very often runs aground almost
as soon as it is launched into the choppy waters of public discourse." Weber's work
(2001) indicates that non-scientists don't automatically perceive scientific information to
be objective and neutral, and are often suspicious that scientific information posing as
purely informative is really agenda-driven and meant to be persuasive.
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Non-scientists aren't the only ones to question scientific objectivity, particularly with
respect to ecology; according to some, ecology has become a belief system, surreptitiously
labelling personal values and policy preferences as "science" (Salzman 1995). Lackey
(2001) argues that scientific descriptions or measures of ecosystem health are not value
neutral. For inst.ance, Lackey (2001) notes that concepts such as biological diversity,
extinction, ecological complexity, and evolution do not have intrinr-ic value. These
concepts only become good or bad when they are strained through the filter of the
ecological ptofession's own collective value system. On this basis, Lackey (2001) argues
that it is essential that the values of scientists and technocrats not be used as surrogates for
societal values and preferences when developing ecological policy.
With neither scientists nor non-scientists being convinced of the value-neut:mlity of
scientific information, it is unsurprising that attempts to persuade public opinion using
"objective" scientific research are often unsuccessful. Titls phenomenon has been
documented in the USA's Pacific Northwest by Johnson and Campbell (1999), who show
that although both the public and scientists have a large influence on public policy, they
have little exchange with or influence on each other, and as a result tend to enter and leave
negotiations having had little effect on each other's positicns. Johnson and Campbell
(1999) note that dialogue between scientists and other stakeholder groups is fraught with
resistance and scepticism from both parties, with stakeholders viewing scientists as
outsiders with vested interests or beliefs, and the scientists viewing stakeholders as
impinging on academic freedom and sound science. This makes decision-making and
consensus 'b-....ilding drawn-out and difficult. It also provides little opportunity for the two
groups to work together and creatively and synergistically generate mutual vision and
social, organisational, and policy innovation 1•
Weber (2001) concludes that science conununication must be viewed as a process as well
as a product, and that although scientists can raise public awareness of critical issues, they
do not st.and above the process of negotiating meanings or creating constructive public
dialogue. The benefits of two-way dialogue are also identified by Robertson et al (2000),
who argue that ecologists should acknowledge the rigour of ecological knowledge gained
through detailed observations of landscapes over lengthy time periods by non-scientists.
likewise, Johnson and Campbell (1999) and Yaffee (1996) argue that resolution of
complex social, economic and ecological issues require two-way conununication to create
understanding between ecological science and diverse stakeholder groups. In order to
achieve this, local projects must be undertaken that benefit both residents and the
environment, and linkages between economic well-being and ecosystem integrity must be
recognised and strengthened Gohnson & Campbell 1999).

2.2.2

Participation from a managerialperspective

The importance of participation is also recognised in organisational management
literature, particularly with respect to change management. Eden and Ackerman, in their
1998 book Making Stmlegy, stress the importance of participation and stakeholder
management in strategy-making for organisational change. There are two essential
1

Although there arc many Cllamp!es of scientists and non-scientists fulling to collaboC'lte on policy matters, there arc also
more recent =pies where such co11ahoration 00 taken place, such as the Great .Barrier RccfRcprcscntativc Areas
Program (sec; www.rccf.crc.org.au/ research/ manage/rcprcscntarca.html).
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processes in strategic management: developing strategy and implementing strategy. Eden
and Ackerman (1998) note that many of the difficulties organisations experience in trying
to implement solutions to their problems have their root in the problem identification
stage, not in the implementation stage. They note that that much of the literature related
to strategic management focuses almost entirely on rational analyses of C;xtemal factors
(eg. stockholders or competitors) resulting in logic-driven outcomes. These analyses fail
to realise that the delivery of strategy is dependent on the social process of strategy
negotiation with those internal to the organisation and that "strategic management is
about people creating outcomes, not just outcomes" (Eden & Ackerman 1998, p.11).
Eden and Ackerman (1998) observe that strategy-making usually results in organisational
change, which is perceived by many within the organisation as tlueatening or beneficial to
themselves; these perceptions trigger po!itical manoeuvring among internal stakeholders
as they work to obstruct or facilitate strategy delivery, which in tum can jeopardise the
political feasibility of the strategy. Participation of stakeholders, including saboteurs as
well as supporters, :.n structured negotiation designed to promote group learning, will help
to change how people see things and generate new frameworks for strategy-making and
problem solving (Eden & Ackerman 1998).
Thus it can be argued that successful delivery of strategy is dependent on the inclusion of
those within the organisation who have the power to influence strategy implementation in
the strategy-making process. If internal stakeholders are excluded from decision-making
processes, they are unlikely to be motivated to implement changes or solutions, and
implementation of the strategy will have to rely on coercion and manipulation instead
(Eden&Ackerman 1998).
Tue assumptions undetpinning participatory strategy-making also resonate in Allen's
(2001) observation that the growing use of participatory methods-such as action
research- in environmental management recognises that natural resource management
issues are not so much problems requiring answers as they are issues requiring one or
more of the parties changing their views in order to be resolved, i.e. social change. The
underlying assumption of participatory approaches is that "effective social change
depends on the commitment and understanding of those involved in the change process"
(Allen 2001, p.3.10). Gardner (2001) proposes a strategic, dialogue-driven and inclusive
approach to stakeholder management aimed at positioning and building agency
reputation, and achieving balanced financial, social and environmental outcomes.

2.3

2.3.1

Critical Analysis of Relevant Research

Participatory approaches lo environmental managementplanning

For reasons discussed in the previous section, attempts to more realistically represent the
collage of hwnan interests embedded within any given landscape (rather than just values
rationally dictated by natural sciences) have led to increasing public participation and
incorporation of multiple stakeholder objectives in environmental planning processes. In
recent years, much research has focused on public participation in environmental planning
(e.g. Hobbs et aL1993, Stocker 1996, Baker 1997, Frost & Metcalf 1999, Eden &
Ackennan 1998, Nickell & Horwitz 2000, Robertson et al2000, Hjortso in press), and the
effects of public participation in decision-making processes have been increasingly studied
and recognised (e.g. Caddy & Vergez 2001). These benefits are summarised by Pelletier et
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al. (1999) as: improved knowledge base for policy design (e.g. Robertson et a/.2000);
increased likelihood of stakeholder compliance and support (Eden & Ackerman 1998,
Luz 2000); and strengthened democracy and legitimacy of decisions reached.
Researchers have also identified some of the pitfalls associated with public participation,
including: contention, co-option and manipulation, and stalemate Qohnson & Campbell,
1999), as well as reinforcement of unequal power relations (Swanson 2001) and inhibition
of activities which threaten the status quo despite potential group benefits (Coleman 1990,
Putnam 1995, Salamon et al1998). Swanson (2001), in his study on the effects of direct
local participation on rural policy in the USA, notes that despite strong recent trends to
celebrate community there are perils associated with localism. In particular, he notes that
"the much-idealized American community of the past may have been democratic for the
local male property owner of European ancestry, but it was not inclusive nor democratic
for the majority of workers, women and minority citizens" (Swanson 2001, p.6). Swanson
(2001) argues that inclusive locality-based programs can reinforce local economies1 cultural
patterns of racism and elite control.
Despite increasing public participation in environmental planning (see e.g. in: Wondolleck
et al. 1996, Solberg and lvfina 1997, Hinchcliffe et al. 1999, Kay & Alder 1999, Allen 2001,
Daniels & Walker 2001, Jackson 2002), methodologies used to engage the public in
natural resource management decision-making in the Western world have often focussed
on disseminating information, public hearings and conferences, and use of advisory
groups. The more genuinely participative methods that make use of consensus building,
collaborative decision-making, and conflict management are relatively rare and little
studied (Hjortso in press), despite the social and economic implications of environmental
management decisions (Funtowicz & Ra.vetz 1994, WHO 1997, Neller 2000) and
widespread use of participatory methods in other fields such as international development
and health care research.

2.3.2

Participation in Co,71mm1icatio11.r and Interpretation Planning

Many ecologists now recognise the need to inform the general public and decision-makers
of their scientific findings (Bazzaz el al.1998, Lubchenco 1998), and good communications
and education programs have long been recognised as essential to environmental
management in countries like Australia, where vast areas are regulated by small numbers
of agency staff (CALM 2001). This is because in areas where enforcement presence and
management resources are low, protection of conservation values can only be brought
about through responsible and cooperative public behaviour, pubEc support for
management decisions and wide-spread appreciation for natural valuc:s. However, with
the public being invited to have a more active role in environmental planning,
communications are now more than ever a critical component of environmental
management. This is because when undertaking participatory planning, a public which is
well-infonned about envi,..onmental issues is clearly preferable to one which is illinformed.
Interpretation is a form of communications that is widely acknowledged as having a
central role in conservation and environmental management (Earthlines Consortium
1999, CALM 2001, Staiff and Bushell 2002), despite some concerns about its effectiveness
as a management tool (Orams 1996, Figgis 1999). Most members of the Australia..ri and
New Zealand Environment and Conservation Council (ANZECC) Group of Agencies,
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for example, consider interpretation and education to be a core function in their
operations (Earthlines Consortium 1999).
There are numerous definitions of
interpretation.
The one provided by Interpretation Austtalia (2003) describes
interpretation as " ... a means of communicating ideas and feelings which enrich people's
understanding and appreciation of their world and their role within it."
The definition outlined by CALM's Interpretation Unit is focused on the relevance of
interpretation to the park visitor.
Interpretation is the craft of enriching visitor experience. It is an interactive
process involving the visitor, the medium and resource, which creates memorable
and personal experiences which motivate people to greater understanding and
care of the environment being interpreted, as well as an appreciation of the effort
required to protect and sustain the environment. Interpretation helps visitors to
develop knowledge, skills, attitudes/values and appropriate actions. (CALM 1988)
Some. of the benefits of interpretation have been outlined in the Best Practice in Park
Inte,PrelatiOn and Educatio11 report to the ANZECC Working Group on National Park and
Protected Area Management (Earthlines Consortium 1999), and in CALM's Vi.ritor
lnte,pretatiim Manual (CALM 1988). For visitors, these documents identify the benefits as:
• improved awareness as personal needs for information and explanation are met;
• increased appreciation and understanding of the site being visited;
• better understanding of what to expect during their visit;
• enhanced experience and enjoyment; and
• improved ability to make choices for a safe, enjoyable and minimal impact experience
in the area.
For the protected area and its managers the benefits are summarised as:
• improved protection of natural and cultural resources and reduced need for
enforcement and rescue as visitors are educated about issues and appropriate
behaviouts;
• enhanced image and reputation of the heritage site and its managers;
• increased understanding and support for management decisions;
• greater conununity ownership of area and involvement in conservation activities;
• increased funding for conservation and management activity;
• more sympathetic management of neighbouring properties; and
• environmentally aware citizens who value the area's natural and cultural heritage.
{CALM 1988; Queensland Department of Environment and Heritage 1998,
Earthlines Consortium 1999)
As is apparent from these outlined benefits and the way in which CALM (1988) dr.fines
interpretation, interpretation in Australian parks and protected areas has traditionally
focused on the benefits it can bring to protected area management and to park visitors.
Consideration of the socio-economic benefits interpretation can potentially bring to local
communities in which protected areas are embedded is absent in the above points, and
the role of the community is relegated to that of compliance with park management
objectives and helping with conservation activity. This perspective whereby the
community's influence and role in protected areas is limited to that of either visitor or
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helper is a consequence of the historic origins of patks and protected areas. The notion
of protected areas as panaceas for conservation arose in the 191h century. Yellowstone
National Park, established in 1872, was one of the first protected areas. The US Anny
drove the Crow and Shoshone inhabitants out of the area to create the park (Morrison
1993 cited in Pimbert & Pretty 1995), and established a management policy which
protected the park from local community use, reserving the area solely for use by tourists
and visitors (Pimbert & Pretty 1995). Yellowstone has since served as a model for
national parks around the globe. Protected areas now cover almost 8 million square
kilometres in 169 countries (Pimbert & Pretty 1995), and have resulted in displacement,
resettlement and loss of livelihood for millions of people. Protection of areas from
human interference has long been viewed by many scientists and policy makers as having
a pivotal role in conservation (e.g. Figgis 2002). However, the ccncept of pristine
"wilderness" devoid of people is a Western mythology because it !<UI~ to acknowledge that
virtually every landscape on earth, with the exception of Antarctica, has a long history of
human use and modification. It is also a concept fraught with imperialism because it fails
to value the ubiquitous and endemic human components of these landscapes.
Because of this failure to acknowledge that landscapes both shape and have been shaped
by the people living there (Crang 1998), and because traditional interpretive planning
operates within a Western scientific and positivist paradigm, interpretation in parks and
other areas of conservation significance has typically focused on environmental messages
informed by the natural sciences. Historic facts relating to both indigenous and nonindigenous peoples are also used to a lesser degree in parks interpretation; however,
indigenous peoples are often presented in their pre-settlement form as a 'dead' culture
with little reference to their contemporary society (Leader-Elliott 2003), and nonindigenous history is often presented from the perspective of the white pioneering male
with little reference to ethnic minorities, women and children.
However, an increasing number of authors and environmental management agencies have
identified the need to discard the traditional approach to interpretation in favour of a
f!lnltipk na,ralives framework, which accounts for the multiple cultural meanings of a
landscape (Hall & McArthur 1996, NPWS 1998, Staiff & Bushell 2002). Incorporation of
multiple meanings and cultural perspectives into park interpretation raises the question of
who decides on matters regarding interpretive content, and who is best placed to plan and
deliver such interpretation (Staiff & Bushell, 2002). These questions point to a
community consultation process, whereby the people whose culture and place is the
subject of interpretation have a say in what is interpreted and how (Leader-Elliott 2003).
Byrne et al (2001) recommend a heritage assessment process that involves community
members in detetmining the whole range of heritage values relevant to a particular place
or landscape.
The need to involve community in devising multiple narratives, however, appears to have
had limited real-world penetration in the arena of interpretation for parks and protected
areas, as many influential publications pertaining to interpretive planning (e.g. Veverka
1994, Beck and Cable 1998, Knudson el al 1999) do not identify community consultation
or participation as a component of interpretive planning or detennining interpretive
content
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The Planningfor Interpretation and Vi.ritor Expen'ence guide prepared for the US National Parks
Service (Harpers Ferry Center 1998) notes that history can be narrated from multiple
perspectives. It suggests that consideration of different points of view is essential to
ensuring interpretation remains "relevant and contemporary." According to the guide,
one way of deciding what is worth interpreting or "knowing'' is to apply Freeman Ttlden's
principle of relating interpretation to vi.ritor'.r experiences (Tilden 1957) by asking:
... how did today's society develop? What are the hwnan roles in the 'natural
world'? What in our past holds meaning for us individually? as children? as
women? as men? as Americans? as American Indians? as descendents of
immigtants or of the enslaved? as laborers? as business owners? (Harpers Fetty
Centcr1998, p.31)
Yet despite recognising the importance of different perspectives and the role of humans

in nature, nowhere does the guide broach the topic of community consultation or
participation in determining content for interpretation. Rather the guide vaguely suggests
that content be developed by the interpretive specialist applying sound scholarship and
research methodology. Likewise, the National Park Seroice Interpretation and Education
Guideline (Department of the Interior National Park Service 2000) states that Long Range
Interpretive Plans are to be prepared by parks staff and "park partners/ conununity'' with
the help of a facilitator skilled in interpretive planning, but makes no further mention of
conununity except to acknowledge the role of partnerships with friends groups,
cooperating associations, and schools in the delivery of interpretive services.
The apparent exclusion of formal conununity consultation from interpretive planning
ptocesses is not isolated to the USA. ANZECC's Best Pmctices in Park lntc,pretation and
Education (E2rthlines Consortiwn 1999), identifies involvement of conununity in defining
broad organisational goals for interpretation as 'best practice'. This report confinns that
some Australian/New Zealand agencies actively seek stakeholder ?.nd community input
during interpretive planning process to ascertain community values, needs and interests in
relation to interpretation (Earthlines Consortium 1999). It also specifically identifies the
following as benefits associated with public participation:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

increased quality of decisions- by providing further sources of expertise and
information, identifying different perceptions, and by considering the
concerns of all affected/interested parties.
improved credibility.
planning focused on issues of co1TIC1unity concern.
increased productivity through reduction in frequency of acute adversarial
situations.
increased ease of implementation- through higher levels of commitment to a
decision by interest groups with a stake in the decision.
increased awareness and understanding of the agency's business.
meeting corporate obligations/requirements for public consultation.
(Melboume Water 1994 cited in Earthlines Consortium 1999, p. 23)

However, the interpretive planning model outlined in Best Practices in Park Interpretation and
Education (Earthlines Consortium 1999) does not identify a role for community in

15

developing interpretive objectives or in formulating messages and developing interpretive
content.
Certainly some level of informal stakeholder consultation is employed by many if not
most interpretive practitioners as part of their normal research routines, despite its
absence as a major step in many interpretive planning models. In addition, community
input is often sought on draft or conceptual interpretive products. : ,Jonetheless, a clearly
identifiable and demonstrably 'jmt' community consultation process is often overlooked
as a tool for determining interpretive content early in the interpretive planning process.

In the United Kingdom, however, a number of interpretive planning methodologies have
been devised that overtly acknowledge the importance of community involvement. This
may be tied to the fact that unlike Australia, Canada and many other countries the UK has
not followed the US model of protected area management whereby parks are viewed as
wilderness, largely devoid of human influence except that of 'visitor' (Miller 2003). Rather
the UK model has adopted the notion of countryside, where hwnan endeavour is allowed
to continue within protected landscapes as it long has (lv[iller 2003).
For example, A Sense o/ Place: Inte,pretive Planning Havdbook (Carter 1997) nl)tes that the
"relationships between people and the place they live is often crucial to the messii.ge itself'
(Carter 1997, p.17), and devotes an entire chapter to ''working with others." Wlul.t! A
Sense ofPlace acknowledges that working with communities can be frustrating and difficult,
it also outlines the benefits of working with communities as:
•
•
•

Local people will have some collective ownership of the plan, and will support
it rather than oppose it.
The plan and its outcomes will be more sustainable. People will be more
interested in seeing that the work is continued and developed.
Interpretation can benefit from the vast amount oflocal knowledge and skills
which exist. (Carter 1997, p.17)

In terms of interpretive content, A Sense of Place (p.22) notes that if interpretation is to
" ... capture the character of a place, it's worth getting the opinions of those who live
there." 'This handbook provides some general suggestions for working with community
groups in terms of consultation, workshop ideas and setting up of planning groups.
Llkewise, the Inte,pretalion and Ieformation Stmlel!J far the S11ssex Downs (Sussex Downs
Conservation Board 1997, p.13) outlines an interpretive planning methodology that aims
to "involve communities in decisions about what is to be interpreted." They recommend
a workshop with key players, including community members, to brainstorm management
issues and ideas for themes and projects, and recommend community involvement
through the entire planning process.
While numerous studies have examined the effectiveness of various interpretive
techniques (eg. Ham 1992, Moscardo 1996, Orams 1996, CALM: 1998), the content being
interpreted has received less attention (McArthur 1998, Uzzell & Ballantyne 1998, Staiff &
Bushell, 2002). As part of their analysis of the assumptions underpinning interpretive
approaches in protected areas, Staiff and Bushell (2002) compared interpretive content
and products at the Minnamurra Rainforest Centre in NSW before and after a multiple
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nami.1.ives approach was adopted. They found that interpretive products and programs at
the centre now embrace a multiplicity of cultural meanings and concerns (Staiff and
Bushell 2002). However, they did not examine the legitimacy of the decision-making
process that led to content and product recommendations, nor did they look at the
implications of that process in terms of environmental management, conservation, or the
broader array of stakeholder interests, thoughts and feelings that the products are meant
to represent. At present, there is little research examining the outcomes of participatory
and multiple narrative approaches to interpretive planning, particulatly from the
perspective of the various stakeholders in a landscape.

In addition, although interpretive planning guidelines originating from the United
Kingdom have outlined methods for engaging communities, they have focused on group
methods such as workshops. Application of these processes becomes difficult in volatile,
polarised communities, where locals distrust and resist working with government agencies.
At present, methods and strategies for engaging disenfranchised communities 1n
participatory interpretive pfanning have not been documented in the literature.

2.4

Summary

There is an increasing demand for public participation in government decision-making,
particularly in relation to environmental management. Rationale for moving towards
increased public involvement in planning processes ir,cludes ethical concerns related to:
levels of participation and the strength and legitimacy of planning decisions; attempts by
scientists to influence public opinion with one-way, persuasive communication; and the
failure of the Western paradigm of protected area management to acknowledge the
historic and ongoing interconnections between humans and landscapes. From a
managerial perspective, participation is important because successful delivery of strategy
or change is dependent on the inclusion of those who have the power to influence
strategy implementation in the strategy-making process.
Some of the benefits of participation outlined in the literature include: stakeholder
compliance and support for management decisions; wider knowledge base for decisionmaking; and improved quality, legitimacy and local relevancy of decisions made. The
literature also identifies some pitfalls associated with participation, including co-option,
manipulation and stalemate. Although public participation in environmental planning is
increasing, genuinely participative processes that make use of collaborative decisionmaking are rare and little studied. Nor have the effects of such processes been adequately
examined from the perspectives of participants involved in collaborative environmental
planning. These benefits and pitfalls form a loose conceptual .framework that setved as a
starting point for this investigation, by shaping some of the questions asked of
stakeholders during the study.
Notions of participation have seen limited carry over into interpretive planning, despite
recognition of the need to ethically address multiple narratives in contemporary
interpretative planning. This is particularly the case in countries such as Australia, where
the US model of protected area management has been adopted. In the UK, however,
where the notion of countryside enables human endeavour to continue in areas of
consetvation significance, participation has a recognised role in interpretive planning.
Nonetheless, at present the outcomes of participatory approaches to interpretive planning,
particularly from the perspective of participants, have been poorly studied and the
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implications of such approaches to wid~r concerns relating to environmental management
and ecosystem health ate mostly undocumentt:d. In addition, there ate no existing
participatory interpretive planning methodologies that identify strategies for engaging
communities where the politics ate problematic.
This study helps to fill these knowledge gaps by: documenting a methodology used to
conduct a participatory interpretive planning exercise with a polarised conununity; testing
for the emergence of participatory benefits and pitfalls as documented by the literature;
examining the outcomes of the planning process from the perspective stakeholder
participants; analysing the ethical and practical implications of these outcomes with
respect to generating knowledge and developing multiple narratives for interpretation;
and examining the ramifications of participatory interpretive planning in relation to
environmental management and notions of ecosystem health.
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Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY

'The management ofcomplex nat11ral [JS!e,;Js as ifth:1 were simple scientijic exen:ise/ 'pas bro11ght 11s to
011r present mixture oftriumph and peril"
·

-J. Ravetz
3.1

Introduction

As with most action research projects, this study began with considerable fuzziness about
questions and method. In the absence of a tested, suitable methodology to guidf' the
intetpretive planning process, the researcher borrowed key components from existing
interpretive and communications planning models, and reworked them where necessary
to accommodate stakeholder participation. From this, a loose and tentative planning
framework was created, which was then allowed to evolve, change and solidify with input
and direction from participating stakeholders, as per an action research approach. The
methods used to engage stakeholders and reflect on the study results also evolved as the
project progressed. This chapter provides a rationale for the study methodology and
presents a retrospective outline of the data collection methods and study design used in
the project.
3.2

3.2.1

Rationale

Pamdi,?111

This study operates from both positivist and interpretivist philosophies. Positivists
typically asswne that reality is objectively given, and can be described, studied and
understood. Positivist studies generally attempt to test theory in an attempt to increase
the predictive understanding of phenomena. For this study, a participatory approach to
an intetpretive planning exercise is tested to detennine whether general outcomes
commonly reported in the participatory literature emerge. These include stakeholder
compliance and support, wider knowledge base for decision-making, improved legitimacy
and local relevancy of decisions made, and, in the case of the negative: co-option,
manipulation and stalemate.
However, the study is also approached to a smaller extent from an interpreti.vist paradigm.
Interpretivists describe how phenomena are experienced by the people dlvolved with
them. An interpretive researcher assumes that there are multiple re?Jities and wants to
understand phenomena through the meanings that others assign to them. Interpretive
studies do not predefine dependent and independent variables, but focus instead on the
complexity of human meanings as situations emerge {Kaplan and Maxwell 1994). In this
case, the phenomena that emerge from a participatory interpretive planning process are
described from the perspectives of participants involved in the planning processes.
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3.2.2

Methodalogy

3.2.2.1 Q11alitalive Approach
Qualitative research methods seek to "describe, decode, translate and otherwise come to
tenns with the meaning, not the frequency, of certain more or less naturally occurring
phenomena in the social world ... qualitative methods represent a mix1.ure of the rational,
serendipitous, and intuitive in which the personal experiences of the organisational
researcher are often key events to be understood and analysed as data" (Van Maanen,
1983, p.9). Qualitative methods make use of language to understand people and their
social and cultural contexts (r-..:fycrs 1997); types of qualitative data include interviews,
documents, and participant observation data.
A qualitative research methodology was adopted for this study because its aim was to
achieve an in-depth understanding of a social process within the context of a real-life
situation, and from the perspective of people involved in the process. As such, the
research questions posed by this study can only be answered using a qualitative approach.
Qualitative research methods can be used to help understand people and their social and
cultural contexts, which are largely lost when data are qua:o.tified (Kaplan and Maxwell,
1994). Such methods are also particularly useful in real-life, or "natural" settings (e.g.
Lincoln & Guba 1985), such as the one in which this investigation is set. In addition,
qualitative investigations are often free from predetermined questions and theories, a
useful characteristic for this case, which aims to describe outcomes emerging from a
particular situation which has been largely uninvestigated in the fields of interpretive
planning and environmental management.

).2.2.2 Action Reseorrh
Action research is a qualitative social research approach which has the dual objectives of
action and research: action to stimulate change in a community or organisation, and
research to increase understanding of the system under study (Dick 1993). In particular,
it examines "how hwnan beings design and implement action in relation to one another"
(Allen 2001, p.3). Action research is a science of practice with an emphasis on practical
problems: it provides a flexible framework for formalising the natural learning process by
building on experience (Allen 2001 ), and applying that learning to catalyse change (Dick
1993). Because of this action research is well suited for practitioners who wish to
incorporate research into their day-to-day work with commufr.ties or organisations (Dick
1993). Action research also tends to be conducted in collaboration with non-researcher
participants (Small 1995), i.e. it is participatory. Zuber-Skerritt's (1992, p.15) CR.ASP
definition of action research summarises action research as: "Critical collaborative
enquiry by Reflective practitioners, who are Accountable in making the results of their
enquiry public, Self-evaluative of their practice, and engaged in Participative problem
solving and continuing professional development."
Although it docs not have any prescribed methodology, according to Zuber-Skerritt
(1991) action research is characterised as having four major phases: plan, act, observe and
reflect, with the reflection stage searching for both confinning and disconfirming
evidence. These phases typically follow at least one iterative (or Si)iral) cycle, as illustrated
in Figure 4.1. With each cycle, understanding of the system under investigation is refined
(Dick 1993). A unique aspect of action research is that the research questions, study
design, and methods typically change as new knowledge and understanding emerge
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through reflection (Small 1995). As such, action researchers must be "methodologically
eclectic" (Small 1995, p.943).

Action Research Cycle 1

Action Research Cycle 2

Problem Diagnosis

Problem Diagnosis

Planning

Planning

Action

Action

Evaluation

Evaluation

---=~,::,::::_·------~--~
ffl®l;t•ib®:•W.l[i•MGlk·
Existing Assumptions,
values, mental models

New knoo!edge.
assumptions,
gu!di ng values

.....
Re-examined, renewed,
re\iised assumptions

Figure 3.1. Action research cycles (adapted from Damme 1998 cited in Allen
2001).
Because it is flexible and reflexive, action research is useful for investigating problems in
complex social systems. Quantitative science has difficulty describing such systems
because of they have 'soft' boundaries and multiple incliscrete variables. Swepsom (1995)
effectively summarises this difference between scientific method and action research as
follows:
Scientific method makes the value choice to pursue generalisable knowledge
rather than situation specific knowledge, i.e. to pursue external validity at the
expense, if necessary, of internal validity. Therefore, it chooses problems where it
is possible to extract meaningful relationships between discrete variables ...
...Action research makes the value choice of pursuing situation specific knowledge
rather than generalisable knowledge, i.e. it will trade off external validity for
internal validity, if necessary. Therefore, it is generally applied to complex, social
situations which are a complex set of relationships between indiscrete variables
and it is not possible to choose which variables are crucial.
Another feature of action research is that, contrary to the case in quantitative studies,
action researchers do not strive to be objective, value neutral observers, separated from
the community under observation by their 'expert' status (Susman & Evered 1978). In
action research studies the relationship between the researcher and the community (i.e.
stakeholders) is critical, with the researcher taking on an interventionist role as an active,
invested participant working to change how people perceive and operate in their worlds
(Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987). Action researchers choose to solve problems that
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contribute to general knowledge and also bring about positive social change (e.g. healthy
communities, environmentally sound management, etc.) (Allen 2001).
Action research often has an agenda of empowerment and emancipation. Unlike
positivist science which aims for prediction through induction and deduction, action
research emphasises possibility and learning' (Susman and Evered 1978). Action research
is intended to benefit the community or organisation under study; thus the lmowledge and
understanding it generates are made accessible to those being studied as well as to the
scientific/research community. Using an appreciative mode of inquiry in action research
can result in evolution of the normative vision and will of the group, organization, or
society under investigation (Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987) and "... contribute to people
realising their values-envisaging a preferred future and organizing effectively to achieve it"
(Elden & Chisholm 1993 cited in Allen 2001, p.127). It is a research approach designed
to foster innovation in social and organisational systems (Cooperrider & Srivastva 1987).
In other words, it is generative.
These points and others which contrast the differences between mainstream science and
action research are outlined in Table 3.1.
'

Table 3.1: Comparisons of positivist (mainstream) science and action research
(source: Susman & Evered 1978).
Points ofcomparison
Value position

Positivist science

Aciion research

Methods are value neutral

Methods develop social systems and release
human potential

Time perspective

Observation of the present

Obse1Vation of the present plus interpretation of
the present from knowledge of the pas~
conceptualisation of more desirable futures

Relationship with units

Detached spectator, client system members Client system members are self~reflective subjects
are objects to study
Vlith whom to collaborate
Cases are of interest only as
Cases can be sufficient sources of knowledge
representatives of populations
Denotative, observational
Connotative, metaphorical

Treatment of units
studied

Language for describing
units
Basis for assuming
existence of units

Exist independently of humans

Human artefacts for human purposes

Epistemological aims

Induction and deduction

Conjecturing, creating settings for !earning and
modelling of behaviour

Criteria for confim1ation

Logical consistency, prediction and control

Evaluating whether actions produce intended
consequences

Basis for eneralization

Broad, universal and free of context

Narrow situational and bound b context

Although authors continue to debate whether or not action research is a science (e.g.
Susman & Evered 1978, Checkland 1981, Argyris et a!.1985), the action research paradigm
has been accepted as a valid research method in applied fields such as organisational
development, international development and education. Its application is also gtO\ving in
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Contemporary positivist science has, however, moved forward in recent decades, as indicated by initiatives such as the
Nlillennium Project (see: www.millenniumassessment.org). This project synthesises scientific information with
knowledge held by the private sector, practitioners, local communities and indigenous peoples to predict the effects of
ecological change on human well-being, and to assist policy-makers in global, regional and local decision-making.
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the fields of community development, environmental management, and information
systems.
The primary aim of this study was to examine the types of outcomes generated by a
communications and interpretive planning approach that incorporates stakeholder
inclusion models, participatory research methods, and ecosystem health principles, and
the implications of these outcomes in relation to interpretive planning and environmental
management. Action research was selected as the research paradigm for this study for a
number of reasons. Firstly, it is a flexible approach that lends itself to achieving action in
work or commlllllty situations. In this case, the researcher was able to use action research
as an opportunity to incorporate critical evaluation into her regular employment, which
specifically involved developing a communications and interpretation plan for the
SBWHA in consultation with stakeholders.
Secondly, action research is participatory. This is consistent with the policy commitment
the client for this project (CALM) has made to increasing public participation, and to the
terms of the researcher's contract with CALM, which dictated that interpretive planning
be carried out in consultation with the lccal community. In addition, a participatory
approach to interpretive planning in the SBWHA is a clear way to answer the ethical
questions raised by Leader-Elliott (2003) and Staiff and Bushell (2002) with respect to
who detennines what is to be interpreted and whose voices should be heard. These
questions are particularly relevant to interpretive planning in the SBWHA, where there are
multiple stakeholders (including minority groups), multiple tenures, and ongoing issues
over World Heritage listing and associated resource control. Participation is also
acknowledged as an agent for increasing srakeholder support for strategy implementation,
an essential quality given the usual lack of community support for CALM projects in
Shark Bay.
1hitdly, action research is generative and change oriented, and therefore suited to
stimulating social innovation. A major aim of this project was to stimulate those who live,
work, or othenvise have a stake in Shark Bay to collaboratively develop a mutual vision
for presenting Shark Bay to the rest of the world, and to use communications associated
with the World Heritage Area to derive social, environmental, economic and corporate
benefit.
Finally, because action research pursues situation-specific knowledge, it can be applied to
complex social situations. This is essential given the complexity and volatility of issues
associated with World Heriragc listing in Shark Bay, and the wide range of stakeholder
interests and land tenures that needed to be addressed in communications and interpretive
planning for the area. Thus, action research was useful as a convergent approach for
bringing together diverse perspectives and biological, social and economic knowledge into
a common values platform.

3.2.2.3 Delphi Techniqne
The participatory process has the potential to be perilous. Johnson and Campbell (1999,
p.2), in their study on public participation in landscape planning in the USA's Pacific
Northwest, note that participatory processes are fraught with "deep contention, disparate
values, and dangers of co-option, power plays, manipulation, and stalemate- the constant
challenges faced in any attempt at pluralistic democracy."
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Clearly, the more deeply divided and politically polarised the stakeholders, the more
difficult it will be to achieve some level of consensus in the participatory planning process.
One of the problems of soliciting opinions from people in the face-to-face group
tneetings that are often used in participatory process, is that some people tend to
dominate discussion and others are often reluctant to voice their opinion at all. In
practice, what may seem to emerge as a group consensus may be merely the views of one
or more people--often those with dominant personalities--who have more strongly voiced
their case, rather than a g(';nuine reflection of what the group as a whole believe.
Thus the notion of 'procedural justice' (Dubaut & Walker 1975) is an important
consideration when engaging stakeholders. People involved in decision-making are not
only concerned with the outcomes of decision-making processes, but also \vith the
fairness of those processes (Folger & Konovsky 1989; McFarlin & Sweeney 1992), in
tenns of having a voice, being listened to, and having influence over final outcomes (Eden
and Ackennan, 1998). The benefits of employing procedural justice are demonstrated by
studies which shuw that people have greater ctnotional commitment to decisions when
they perceive the processes used to arrive at those decisions to be fair (Korsgaard cl
aL1995). In cases where dominant personalities may skew parcicipatory outcomes, the
decision-making process can be designed to be fairer by reducing the role social-skills play
in carving out opportunities to contribute, and by having anonymous contributions, so
that the value of contributions is not linked to the positions or perceived alignments of
those who proposed them (Eden & Ackerman 1998).
In the case of this study, the participato1y process had to be designed to overcome the
interpersonal dynamics between a deeply divided and politically polacised group of
stakeholders, while at the same time identifying conunon values, tapping into collectively
held expertise and information, and fostering cross~sectorial understanding. For these
reasons, the Delphi technique was adopted as a data collection method for this study.
The Delphi technique is a group consensus method devised to overcome the 'halo' or
'bandwagon' effect resulting from group dynamics. The method was originally developed
to identify goals, reveal group values, and establish priority on the basis of pooled
judgement (Dalkey 1969, Delbecq 1975, Helmer 1966, Moore 1987). Participants are
asked to respond to questions and instructions without coming into face-to-face contact
with each other. Panel participants are not identified to each other during the course of
the study, and conunents of the panellists arc always included anonymously in each stage
of the inquiry. Such process eliminates all interpersonal dynamics that tend to exist in
face*to-face group decision making and allows respondents to change their mind or put
forward challenging views. The system does not mean everyone has to agree -- it merely
locates the majority as indicated by the median.
Because the Delphi technique reveals areas of both agreement and disagreement, it is wellsuited for this study. The technique can identify aspirations and objectives commonly
held by a diverse group of stakeholders, in addition to outlying opinions and areas of
potential conflict which must be addressed by the planning process.
There are disadvantages to using a Delphi technique, as outlined by Scriven (1991):
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•
•
•
•

Delphi questions are often designed in a way that over-constricts input of participants,
particularly the first questionnaire;
The intellect of the organiser must be equal to that of the participants if the best
suggestions are to be recognised as such;
Checks on censorship and the validity of synopses must be arranged; and
The process is slow and expensive (Scriven, 1991).

With respect to this study, the first disadvantage identified by Scriven (1991) was
overcome by using in-depth interviews instead of a mail-out questionnaire (the method
most commonly used in Delphi studies) to collect the first round of information from
participants. With regard to the third point, person triangulation and member checking
were built into the data collection process.

3.2.J

Data collection methods

3.2.3.1 In-depth Interviews
A major aim of this project was to develop relationships and understanding between
diverse stakeholders in the course of the planning process. This requires the face-to-face
contact and deep insights that the interview method of data collection affords. Interviews
were preferred over group data collection processes for parts of this study, as it was
believed that group methods would reflect the views of dominant personalities in the
Shark Bay community, rather than what the community as a whole believes.
The interview was selected as a data collection method because it asswnes that the
perspectives of others are meaningful and knowable. Interviews can be used to find out
what is in and on other people's minds, in other words, to access the perspectives of those
interviewed and to discover phenomena that cannot be directly observed (Patton 1990).
In-depth interviews also encourage capturing of respondents' perceptions in their own
words, allowing the evaluator to present the meaningfulness of the experience from the
respondent's perspective (Mahoney 1997).
While interviews are commonly conducted using a tape recorder, a less resource-intensive
approach is to take detailed notes during the interview and draw on memory to expand
and clarify the notes immediately after the interview (Mahoney 1997). Where more
complex questions are involved, effective note-taking can be achieved, but only after
much practice. Further, the interviewer must frequently talk and write at the same time, a
skill that is hard for some to achieve. However, according to Mahoney (1997), this notetaking approach is useful if time is short, the results arc needed quickly, and the evaluation
questions ate simple. In addition, the absence of a tape recorder creates a more informal
atmosphere enabling interviewees to speak more freely, and permits the interview to be
conducted more easily in real-life situations such as pubs .md boats. As these are the
conditions that applied to this study, this was the data collection approach used. The
disadvantages of such an approach were partially overcome by building member checks
into the data collection process, to ensure that the views of informants were adequately
represented. Member checks were conducted by giving interviewees copies of their draft
interview transcripts to verify the accuracy of the content, and to make any changes or
deletions they desired prior to the researcher incorporating their interview results into
public documents.
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Interviews were also conducted in accordance with Edith Cowan University's ethics
guidelines: participants were notified verbally and in writing that they were free to change
or withdraw their submissions altogether, and steps were taken to ensure the interview
results remained confidential.

3.2.J.2 Kq Ieformants
Mahoney (1997) describes key infonnants as persons or a group of persons who have
unique skills or knowledge relevant to the intervention being evaluated, or who otherwise
have information of interest to the researcher. They can be consulted individually, or
pulled together into advisory committees which can be called to represent the ideas and
attitudes of a community, group, or organization (lvfahoney 1997). Mahoney (1997) sums
up the use of key informants for data collection:
Key informants can help the evaluation team better understand the issue being
evaluated, as well as the project participants, their backgrounds, behaviours, and
attitudes, and any language or ethnic considerations. They can off!.!! expertise
beyond the evaluation team.

In addition, Mahoney (1997) notes that key infonnants can provide advice and feedback
that increases credibility of study, serve as pipelines to pivotal groups, and help solidify
relationships between evaluators, clients, participants, and other stakeholders. Two major
aims of this study were to tap into the collective knowledge held by those who live, work
and have research interests in Shark Bay, and to develop understanding and relationships
between major stakeholders and environmental management agencies. The key informant
approach is designed to achieve these results, and as such was selected as a data collection
method for this study.

3.3

Design

The project structure was loosely based on a series of steps commonly used to develop
communications and interpretive plans (see Appendix 1 for more details on this structure
and how it was developed). These steps are summarised as follows:
Firstly, devise a communications strategy that
1. identifies issues and defines target audiences, and
2. establishes communications objectives, key messages and evaluation methods.
Secondly, devise a detailed interpretive action plan that
1. meets communications objectives and conveys key messages defined in the
communications strategy,
2. identifies specific themes and stories for interpretation,
3. identifies media and specific target audiences for interpreting stories and themes,
and assesses existing interpretation, and
4. outlines roles, responsibilities, priorities, costs, and a timetable for
implementation.
Two major action research cycles were applied to this structure: the first to engage the
stakeholders in developing a communications strategy for the SBWHA, and the second to
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engage stakeholders in developing an interpretive plan for the SBWHA.
iterative cycles and the study participants are described below.

3.3.1

These two

Participants

The community- as defined by this study- consists of those who live, work or have
natural resource management or research interests in Shark Bay. Thus <community' in this
sense is not strictly geographically defined, and includes both locally and extra-locally
based individuals and organisations. Throughout the following chapters, the conununity
members defined above are referred to interchangeably as stakeholder!, participants, or
simply the con1m1mi!J. Community members who reside within the boundaries of the
SBWHA are:: distinguished as the local communi!J,
Eden and Ackennar. (1998) discuss the importan::e of involving an organisation's internal
stakeholders in the strategy-making process. In the case of this study, the commun.ity, as
circumscribed above, is equated to the 'organisation' undertaking the interpretive planning
exercise, and its varied members as the organisation's inlemal stakeholders. Visitors and the
remainder of the outside world are relegated to the role of ta'}J,el a11dience for the plan

3.3.2

Actio11 &iearch (ye/es

This project comprised two primary action research cycles, each involving a series of three
major phases: diagnosing the problem and planning a course of action, taking action, and
reflecting on and evaluating the consequences of these actions. As detailed descriptions
of the two action research cycles are presented in Chapter 4's project chronology, the
description below has been limited to a simple outline.
In the first stage (plan) of the first action research cycle, the need for a stakeholder-based
communications plan was established, a preliminary list of stakeholders was generated,
and a strategy was devised to initiate stakeholder engagement in the project. This was
followed by actual engagement of stakeholder participants in face-to-face in-depth
interviews, to identify their concerns and interests in relation to communications in the
SBWHA (action). The interview results were analysed using a modified Delphi technique,
whereby interview results were distributed among all participants, then distilled into a
series of proposed objectives and key messages outlined in a questionnaire, giving
participants the opportunity to modify and rank the proposed items (reflect). From this
analysis, a series of communications objectives and key messages were agreed upon and
presented in the form of a communications strategy for the SBWHA.
The first step (plan) of the second action research cycle involved acting on the
conununications strategy by identifying key informants to collaborate on ~ .:::onununitybased interpretive action plan for the SBWHA. This was followed by a series of fonnal
and informal meetings, interviews and workshops with key infonnants designed to:
compile a series of stories and themes for interpreting in the SBWHA; select suitable
media and locations for interpreting the compiled themes; and identify partners for
leading and implementing interpretive projects (act). Finally, a group of representative
stakeholders reflected on and evaluated the planning process and its products in a series
of debriefing interviews at the end of the study (reflect). Theoretical analyses of these
'A stakeholder is anyone who is affected by, or can influence, a decision or action (Dick 2000).
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interview results and the overall planning outcomes were then conducted by the
researcher.

3.3.3

Rigour

Project credibility was ensured by: the researcher's prolonged involvem~nt in the area and
the planning process under investigation; the researcher conducting multiple interviews,
meetings and workshops with participants; and the researcher discussing the results with
her study supervisors who provided outside perspectives.
Member checks were conducted by having participants comment on and approve all their
draft interview and workshop results, and by giving participants the opportunity to review
and comment on all draft documents and plans produced during the project. Person
triangulation was achieved by collecting data from many different people. In all, more
than 140 people participated in interviews, meetings and workshops conducted over the
course of the study (approximately 3% of the total population living in or adjacent to the
SBWHA). Theot:y triangulation was also achieved by applying different theories in the
analysis of project outcomes.
Representativeness was achieved by ensuring that many different types of people were
involved in the study, including (among many others): Aboriginal elders, scientists,
hairdressers, commercial fishers, recreational fishers, religious leaders, receptionists,
corporate directors, local government representatives, bureaucrats, pastoralists,
accommodation owners, funding agencies, and tourism operators.
Analytical
representativeness was ensured by using strategies recommended by Ahem (1998):
ensuring that all infonnants were included in the analysis; checking that examples used
were from all the informants; and ensuring that the analysis included both typical and
atypical data elements.
The fittingness of the data was established by comparing the outcomes of this study to
that of outcomes from other participatory processes documented in the literature.
To ensure auclitability of the study, field notes and original interview transcripts were kept
during the analysis process.
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Chapter 4

SBWHA COMMUNICATIONS PLANNING PROJECT, A CHRONOLOGY
AND PRACTICAL REFLECTIONS

'There are men who would qui'ckfy love each other ifonce they were lo speak lo each o/J;er;far when
th~ spoke they would discover lhat lheir souls had onfy separated by pha11/oms and delnsions."
-Ernest Hello
4.1

Introduction

This chapter presents , detailed project chronology from the perspective of the
researcher. In the first section, background infoanation about World Heritage and the
Shark Bay community is outlined. 1his is followed by the researcher's chronicle of the
two action research cycles used by the study, and the various planning and action stages of
each cycle. The chapter also includes pmclical reflections on the outcomes of both action
research cycles, detailing what worked and what did not, as well as a final stakeholder
evaluation of the project. Theoretical reflections on the project outcomes are excluded
from this chapter, and are instead discussed in-depth in Chapter 5. This separation of
practical and theoretical reflection was done to allow interpretive practitioners reviewing
this thesis the opportunity ~a fo!low the method and process of the project in detail,
without the clutter of theoretical musings. The difficulty the researcher had in finding
detailed practical descriptions of participatory processes (particularly in relation to
interpretive planning) to assist with designing this study provided the impetus for
structuring this section as it is.

4.2

Background

The setting of this study is the west coast of Australia, in the SBWHA: a 22,000 km2 area
of land and sea, encompassing a variety of land tenures, settlements and resmuce uses
(Figure 4.1). Approximately 70% of the study area is marine, of which 40% is vested in
marine reserves. The remaining 30% of the srudy area is terrestrial, with 20% wider
pastoral lease, 6% in national parks and conservation reserves, and the remaining 4%
consists of vacant crown land, other reserves and freehold. There are no Aboriginal
reserves in the SBWHA. The towns of Denham, Camarvon and Useless Loop (and the
associated salt mining lease) are within the study area for this project, bu. excised from the
SBWHA.
According to the Shark Bay World Heritage Area Official Website, "World Heritage areas
are sites that have universal quality which transcends national values and belongs to
peoples of the world to pass on to future generations."
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Figure 4.1. Shark Bay World Heritage Area.
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4.2.1

Rtsponsible Agencies and Planning Context

The following information was sourced from the Shark Bay World Heritage Area Official
Website (n.d.).
Environment Australia's World Heritage Unit, with its headquarters in Canberra, is the
administrative unit responsible for World Heritage sites. In 1997, the Western Australian
and Commonwealth Governments signed an Agreement on administrative arrangements
for the SBWHA, providing for protection and management of the site by ti':ie Western
Australian Government in accordance with Australia's obligati01:s ".1ltder the World
Heritage Convention. This agreement outlines the formation of SBWHA Ministerial
Council to co-ordinate policy between Western Australia and the Conunonwealth on
matters regarding the World Heritage ru:ea.
Under the agreement, the lead agency for managing the SBWHA is CALM, which is
responsible for day-to-day administration. In addition, a Community Consultative
Committee (CCC) and Scientific Advisory Committee (SAC) both provide advice to the
Ministerial Council and other agencies. These committees review issues which may affect
the integrity of the area's World Heritage values, as well as issues relating to the
protection, conservation, presentation and management of the SBWHA. Figure 4.2
outlines the relationships between the responsible agencies.
Western Australian legislation which pertains to the SBWHA includes the Fisheries Act,
Local Government Act, Land Act, Conservation and Land Management Act and the
Environmental Protection Act. In addition, the area is subject to: the Shark Bay Regional
Strategy, prepared in 1997 by the Western Australian Planning Commission; The Shark
Bay Management Paper for Fish Resources, prepared by the Western Australian Fisheries
Department in 1996; and detailed management plans prepared for conservation reserves
in the area (The Shark Bay Marine Reserves Management Plan 1996-2006 and the Shark
Bay Terrestrial Reserves Management Plan 2000-2009). Preparation of a strategic plan for
the SBWHA was initiated by CALM in 1996, but has since stalled.

4.2.2

Commum'fy Profile

4.2.2.1

Shire.r ofShark Bqy and Cama,11011

The SBWHA lies within the boundaries of two Shires: Shark Bay and Carnarvon.
Approximately two-thirds of the study area lies within the Shire of Shark Bay. Population
estimates for the Shire of Shark Bay range between approximately 1-2000 individuals
(depending on the source), most of whom reside in Denham, the Shire's main settlement.
Denham is above the 26th parallel, and located near the centre of SBWHA, 833 km from
Perth, and 330 km from Camarvon by road. From Perth, the town is about an eight hour
drive or three hour flight. Additional settlements within the Shark Bay Shire include
Monkey Mia, Nanga, Hamelin and Useless Loop. Useless Loop, a closed mining town,
250 km from Denham by road or 25 km by water, is excised from the SBWHA, as is
Denham.
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population was so severely disrupted by settlement in the nineteenth century that it almost
vanished; today, although the Shaxk Bay community is predominantly composed of
people of European origin there remain a number oi Malgana descendants living in
Denham (Bowdler 2000) and Camarvon. Other Aboriginal people living or traditionally
living in the area include the Inggarda, and Nhanda peoples. According the Australian
Bureau of Statistics 2001 census, the Shark Bay Shire consisted of 1802 people, of which
115 were identified as Aboriginal or Torres Straight Islander. A significantl:f larger
number of Aboriginal people live in Carnarvon, although many are from language groups
whose traditional territories are outside of the SBWHA.
Many people in the area are of mixed Aboriginal-Malay (M"alay referring to people of
southeast Asian origin) descent. Other ethnic groups who have contributed to the Shark
Bay milieu include Afghan, Indian, Chinese and Vietnamese. These Asian ethnic groups
fust arrived in Shark Bay with early white settlers, to take part in the pearling boom of the
1800s.
4.2.2.J

Extemal Com,mmi{y Members

A nwnber of'extemal' stakeholders arc included in the SBWHA community. Because of
the area's globally unique natural features and abundant marine resources, there are a large
number of external stakeholders, with long-term research and natural resource
management interests in the area. These include scientists, conservationists and resource
managers from government agencies, non-government organizations, musewns, and
universities. Also included are representatives from other government and development
bodies located outside the SBWHA, visitors and tourists.

4.3

Project Conception

The genesis of the project was not an act of community will. Rather, CALM identified
that a communications and interpretation plan was required for the SBWHA, and applied
for Commonwealth funds earmarked for the SBWHA to hire a coordinator for the
planning. As is protocol for World Heritage projects in Shark Bay, the application was
reviewed and approved by both the Scientific Advisory Committee, and the Community
Consultative Committee (CCC).
Thus the CCC provided nominal community
endorsement for the project (although the representativeness and functionality of this
committee, particularly in tenns of accountability and informing the wider community of
its decisions, has been questioned).
An advertised competition was held for the position, and the researcher was hired by
CALM in 2001 to serve a one year contract as World Heritage Community Education
Coordinator for the Shark Bay World Heritage Area. The primruy role of the position
was to develop an interpretation and communications plan for the Shark Bay World
Heritage area (SBWHA), to improve relations between stakeholders in the SBWHA, and
to increase commitment to and understanding of World Heritage among stakeholders and
visitors.
The bulk of project funding was provided by the Commonwealth, while the Department
of Fisheries contributed about one fifth of the project costs. The cont.tact was supervised
by a small advisory team that included CAI.M's Shark Bay District Manager (based in
Shark Bay), the regional leader for CALM's Parks and Visitor Services (based out of
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Geraldton, 400 km to the south of Shark Bay), head of CALM's Interpretation Unit
(based out of CALM headquarters in Perth), and the head of the Department of Fisheries'
Communications Department (based out of Fisheries' headquarters in Perth).
The lack of community membership on the project advisory team demonstrates that this
project did not start out using a participatory approach. The need for some level of
participation, however, had been recognised at the outset, as the contract for the
coordinator position dictated that planning be conducted in consultation with the local
community.
CALM had also recognised that it was imperative for the project coordinator to be based
in Shark Bay. In August 2001, the researcher moved to Denham and started her contract
as World Heritage Commwi.ity Education Coordinator.

4.3.1

The rmarcher's initial impressions

By living in the community, the researcher w,s quickly immersed in local politics. This
shaped her initial opinion of the dynamics between the local community, CALM and
other government agencies. This in turn determined how she chose to approach the
projc::o:t and engage stakeholders.
The following summarises the researcher's initial
impressions of the situation upon arriving in Shark Bay.

Prior to arriving in Shark Bay, the researcher had heard rumours about CALM having a
poor reputation among Shark Bay residents: these were quickly confirmed. The
researcher typically found townspeople friendly when first told she wa> a new resident,
but this reaction was often followed by coldness or hostility when it was realized C.ALI\1
was her employer. She was verbally berated on a few occasions, and subjected to the
occasional diatribe about CALM's perceived incompetence, broken promises, lack of
accountability to the local populace, and 'locking-up' of areas previously open to local
public access. In contrast, the general impression the researcher had of many CALM
employees was that they felt the locals were largely unconcerned about the damage
uncontrolled access and other human activities were having on Shark Bay's natural
environment.
The researcher also felt that she received a mixed reception from local CALM: staff, her
being both foreign (Canadian) and not fully familiar with Western Australia landscapes,
and new to CALM and its policies and culture. Some staff did not understand her role,
others appeared to harbour concerns that she would be 'stepping on toes', and some felt
she was being overpaid.
Ambivalent relations between CALM and Department of Fisheries (the only other natural
resource management agency based in Denham) added to these complications, as did
strained relations between CALM and the local Shark Bay Shire, despite considerable
headway the CALM District Manager had made in smoothing relations over the previous
year. The researcher was also soon to discover that CALM had strong, established
relations with many researchers from universities and institutions around Australia and the
world, but that these were mostly with researchers working on marine mammals and
threatened terrestrial mammals as part of CAL.M's endangered species recovery project.
CALM's relationships with other research interests in the World Heritage Area were often
not as strong, and in some cases there was little to no exchange or cross-awareness of
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information and program activities. 1bis problem was exacerbated by staff tum-over and
a recent influx of new staff in the Denham office, which meant that corporate memory
was sometimes lacking in the office, and that networks of contacts between CALM staff
and other agencies and research,~rs were not always well established.

In addition, there was no management plan for the whole of the Shark Bay World
Heritage Arca, and although there w...rc management plans for parks and reserves within
the SBWHA boundary, these did little to outline conununications objectives. A World
Heritage nomination docwnent was available, outlining the globally outstanding natwal
features of the area; however this consisted of an overview of these features, and was
written in the jargon of scientists from an array of fields, including geology, microbiology,
marine biology, botany, zoology, oceanogr:i.piq, conservation biology and
geomorphology. A small CALM libnuy was also available, consisting of books, historic
accounts, reports, and scientiEc papers pertaining to Shark Bay.
In summary, these circumstances left the researcher in a situation where she was:
1. uncertain of the motivations of both her employers and the local community, and
unsure whom, if any, were the 'good' or 'bad' guys;
2. regarded by the community as yet another CALM employee who, without an
understanding of local concerns and conditions, would likely be telling them what
they could and could not do.
3. viewed by some CALM staff as a potentially interfering outsider;
4. unaware of the strategic environmental management priorities and issues for the area;
5. confronted with a mass of printed information about Shark Bay, with limited
indication as to what the most important features and stories were from scientific,
historic and social points of view; and
6. without a network of contacts who were 'in the know' about Shark Bay.
Given these circwnstances, the researcher surmised that a means of quickly establishing
'who and what' were really important in the SBWHA was required, as was the fostering of
positive relationships with CALM staff, other government agencies, and general members
of the community. In recognition of Allen's (2001) observation that environmental issues
can only be effectively resolved by fostering commitment and understanding among those
involved in the change process, and given the context of the proposed planning exercise,
it was the researcher's belief that a conventional strategic planning cycle would be
ineffective in this case,

4.3.2

Deciding 011 on Action &seorrh Approach

As a scientist trained in the positivist tradition, the researcher had little knowledge of
qualitative research approaches prior to undertaking this project. Her first exposure to the
tcnn 'action research', had been in the previous year, when she undertook a short contract
to write a university research proposal which was to employ a participatory action research
approach in relation to recovery of salinity-affected watersheds and their and associated
human communities. Tbis proposal also introduced the researcher to the concept of
ecosystem health, which is based on the notion that the health of ecosystems is implicitly
linked to the health of the human communities who use and live in them. She also had
discussions about the utility of action research approaches in relation to organisational
change and stakeholder management with a friend who lectured in business management
at a local university. Upon learning about the researcher's contract in Shark Bay, and the
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volatile state of relations between CAIM and the local community, he urged her to
consider an action research approach and supplied some literature on the topic. He also
suggested that the researcher consider using the project as a research topic for a Master's
thesis.
On attiving in Srutlk Bay, and realising the complexity of issues affecting the project, the
researcher decided an action research approach, in which she actively collaborated with
the community (that being those who lived, worked or had research/managerial interest in
the area) in developing a communications and interpretation plan for the World Heritage
area, would be appropriate. In her initial thoughts, she anticipated that this approach
would:
•
•
•

increase conununity support and commitment to the implementation of the plan,
once completed;
help build bridges between CALM and the local community; and
enable her to quickly tap into a pool of local, scientific, and managerial knowledge.

The researcher also decided to use the project as a topic for a Master's thesis in
environmental management. She enrolled the following February, 2002.
However, having never before been associated with an action research project, and having
only barely touched on the participatory acrion research literature, in the months that
followed the researcher found the effects of this approach to be much more profound
and far-reaching than she imagined; as a result she found herself considerably challenged,
both professionally and personally. The researcher's views on conservation and
environmental management were irrevocably changed, and her long-held notions in
relation to the absolute role of positivist science in environmental management were
shattered.
A flow chart illustrating the planning steps and products discussed in the following
sections are outlined in Figure 4.3.
4.4

Action Research Cycle 1

The purpose of the first action research cycle was to develop new knowledge and guiding
values to inform a communications strategy for the SBWHA, and to support the second
research cycle. Specifically, the intent of this cycle was to:
• develop an idealised model for communications planning which would help inform
strategic environmental management in the SBWHA;
• begin building relationships with stakeholders;
• engage stakeholders and elicit participation and support for ongoing conununicat::ions
planning processes where possible;
• to identify group values and develop stakeholder-derived communications objectives
and key messages which address aspirations of the Shark Bay community, as well as
envirorunental management requirements.
• develop a communications strategy for the SBWHA based on the above, to serve as a
guide for future communications planning activity;
• identify 'knowledge and influence sinks'- key informants who hold knowledge and
influence useful for future communications planning activities, i.e. who and what are
important;
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flush out issues with potential to affect future planning activity, particularly in relation
to communications and strategic environmental management; and
• evaluate the relative advantages and disadvantages of the process used to achieve the
above.

•

This section details the plan, act and reflect stages of the first action research cycle.

4.4.1

Diagnosi! & Planning

The diagnosis and planning stage of the first action research cycle involved four steps: the
strategic evaluation of communications planning in the SBWHA against an idealised
communications mode~ identification of a method for engaging stakeholders, stakeholder
analysis, and defining an .interview format {Figure 4.3).

4.4.1.1 Strategic Eval11ation
A review of recent literature relating to communications and interpretation planning was
conducted. Much of the literature on traditional interpretive planning in Australia and the
USA and Canada focused on planning for place and did not appear to incorporate fonnal
conununity involvement planning processes (Department of Interior National Park
Service 2000, Knudson et aL1999, Beck and Cable 1998, Veverka 1994, CALM 1988).
These plans typically focused on a one way exchange of information with target
audiences, and persuasive conununication of agency mandates. In literature from the UK,
however, there was greater recognition of the role of the conununity in developing
interpretive plans (Carter 1997, Sussex Downs Conservation Board 1997). The ANZECC
Be.rt Practii:e in Park lnte,pretatio:1 and Edllcatio,1 report (Earthlines Consortium 1999), in its
review of interpretive practices in parks across Austra1ia, also identified community
involvement in defining interpretation goals as best practice in its interpretation planning
The ANZECC model has a munber of similarities to the 10-point
model.
communications programming model taught to marketing students at Edith Cowan
University in Western Australia. The ECU model, however, is more elegant than the
ANZECC model, and focuses more strongly on basic communications principles.
Elements from both of these two models were fused together, and then modified to
include a participatory approach to stakeholder management; from this an idealised
strategic model for a communications and interpretation program in the SBWHA was
created (see Figure 1 in Appendix 1).
CAIM had produced draft communication and interpretation plans for the 3BHWA in
1998. These plans had been produced with input from a two-day community workshop,
however, they had never been finalized and needed to be reviewed, revised and updated.
These draft plans were compared to the idealised program model; particular attention was
paid to the level of stakeholder consultation that had taken place, and to what degree
management issues, community concerns, communications objectives, interpretive
themes, and implementation prescriptions had been identified. From this comparison, a
series of 'required action' points were drawn up and scheduled into a proposed work
program for the project. 1bis information is compiled in a report titled: World Heritoge
Communications: Internal Review of Progrw11 Planning Sta/us, September 30 2001 (Appendix 1).
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Figure 4.3. Outline of the two major action research cycles applied in the
study.
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Steps nine to eleven of the idealised model move beyond planning and into the realm of
implementation and evaluation, and were therefore beyond the scope of this project.
TI1e status report (Appendix I) also defined a vision for the project
To develop conununications for the Shark Bay World Heritage Area which meet
conservation and envirorunental management objectives, as well as community
aspirations (social and economic) for the area.
In addition, the report outlined a series of objectives for the proposed work program,
which were to garner input and support from key stakeholders in the community, and to
collaborate with stakeholders to:
• define and prioritise target audiences and stakeholders, with the issues, needs and
wants of each segment specifically defined;
• establish specific objectives together with key performance indicators, key
performance standards, and associated evaluation methodologies;
• establish agreed key messages to be transmitted to target audiences, and tied in with
specific objectives;
• inventory and assess existing resources; identify required changes and additional
resources; and
• produce a five.year Interpretation Action Plan organised into a strategic, prioritised
and chronological program timetable, and outlining appropriate communication
channels for transmitting key messages to specific target audiences, additional
resources that arc required (eg. materials, training, etc.), and clearly defined roles and
responsibilities for all actively involved stakeholders.

4.4.1.2 Methodfar Engaging Stakeholders
In the case of developing a collaborative communications plan for the SBWHA, the
participatory process needed to overcome the interpersonal dynamics between a deeply
divided and politically polarised group of stakeholdets, while at the same time identifying
common grou· .d, tapping into collectively held expertise and information, and fostering
cross•sectorial understanding.
When discussing different methods for engaging the community, the project advisory
team expressed concern about using public forums. In their experience, public meetings
and workshops tended to be dominated by a few vocal people with strong viewpoints,
and who typically opposed CALM and World Heritage involvement in Shark Bay. These
events often tumed into CALM-bashing episodes, and were considered by team members
to be unworkable in terms of getting meaningful and representative community input
Consequently, it was decided that despite the time corrunitment involved, conununity
members and other stakeholders would have to be spoken to individually or in small
groups, thereby circumventing the usual group dynamics, and allowing people to speak
their minds freely. As the interviewer, the researcher was to remain as neutral as possible
and treat every stakeholder comment as relevant, anonymous and confidential.
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4.4.1.3 Strategic Stakeholder Ana/ysis
The next stage of the project involved a preliminary strategic analysis to identify and
prioritise key stakeholders and their levels of influence.
The researcher met with a small group of govenunent agency representatives involved in
the management of the SBWHA (including advisory team members). Together, the
group developed and prioritised a preliminary list of stakeholders representing the groups
and individuals that live, work, or have research and/ or management interests in the
Shark Bay World Heritage area. The group determined that stakeholdets would, at a
minimum, represent the following groups:
•
•
•
e
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

commercial fishers
recreational fishers
aquaculturalists
aboriginal communities
Tourist Associ.'ltion (tourism operators)
local Shires
Rotary Club
Chamber of Commerce
local mining interests
local s:llt harvesting interests
pastoralists
non-affiliated members of local community
local historians
Gascoyne Development Conunission
Western Australia Department of Conservation and Land Management
Western Australia Department of Fisheries
Museum of Western Australia
researchers/ scientists
non-government environmental organisations
World Heritage Scientific Advisory Committee
World Heritage Community Consultative Committee

The list of stakeholders was charted, and each assigned a priority on a scale of one to
three. Each stakeholder's perceived attitudes towards the World Heritage Area and its
management (if known) were also recorded.
The group then planned strategies for involving each of the stakeholders. It was agreed
that the researcher would: contact and privately interview those stakeholders assigned the
highest priority; preferentially interview those with medium priority, with alternative
contact by letter or email if time and distance constraints rendered an interview
impractical; and opportunistically contact stakeholders with low priority via mail or em.ail.
The order in which certain individuals ought to be interviewed was also determined on a
strategic basis.
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It was also agteed that this preliminary list stakeholders be allowed to "snowball" by
adding other individuals as recommended by the stakeholders during their interviews.

4.4. 1.4 Interview Fonnat
A loosely structured interview format was selected, based around six questions identified
by the Scottish Tourism and Environment Initiative's interpretive planning handbook, A
Sense ofPlace (Carter 1997), as being relevant to establishing overall aims for interpretation:
•
•
•
e
11

•

Are there any aspects of people's understanding or appreciation ofSBWHA you
would like improved? If so, what are they?
Are there specific messages about consetvation or the work of your organisation that
you would like to get across? If so, what are they?
Are their places in the SBWHA where you want to encourage or discourage access?
Do you want to influence people's behaviour in any way? (eg. where they go, what
they do, how long they stay...). Please discuss.
Do you have economic or social interests that you want to address tluough providing
communications or interpretation?
Are there other issues that you feel interpretation/communications can address?

4.4.2

Action

The action component of the first action research cycle involved: conducting interviews
with stakeholders, collation and dissemination of interview results, building consensus on
corrununications objectives and messages, and incorporating this information into a
communications strategy for the SBWHA (Figure 4.3).

4.4.2.1 Conducting Interviews
Interviews took place between October 2001 and February 2002. Formal contact was
initiated with some stakeholders, with a request to interview outlined in a letter. Most
stakeholders, however, were informally invited to interview either by phone call or
personal contact, at which time an interview time and place convenient to the stakeholder
was set Living in the Shark Bay community was advant.ageuus for the researcher, as she
was frequently able to ask people to interview during informal conversation in social
settings. Word spread about the interviews, and as a result people were unsurprised and
sometimes eager when asked to participate.
In order to encourage stakeholders to interview, absolute flexibility was maintained with
interview times and locations. Interview locations tanged from cafes and conference
rooms, to fishing boats and 4WD excursions; interview times ranged from 7:00 am to
11 :00 pm. The researcher also travelled to various locations to conduct interviews,
including Perth, Carnarvon, Useless Loop and Dirk Hartog Island. In all, 115 people
were interviewed in face-to-face meetings, either as individuals or in small groups of up to
four people. Of those interviewed, approximately three quarters were Shark Bay
residents. The group interviews always incorporated individuals representing a single
organization or interest. In addition, the Caroarvon Rotary Club invited its own
members, and members of local community groups to an evening presentation outlining
some of the Shark Bay's World Heritage features and the nature of the project Attendees
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were given questionnaires to fill out, which once completed were mailed to the researcher
at a later date.
Except in cases where the interviewee and reseatcher were well acquainted, at the start of
each interview, the reseatcher initiated casual conversation unrelated to the project to help
establish rapport This was followed by an explanation of the project and its objectives
(that being to gather stakeholder input on communications objectives and key messages
for the SBWHA). Interviewees were also informed of the voluntary nature of the
interview and how their input would be handled. Specifically, the interviewees were told
that their responses to six open*ended questions would be recorded and anonymously
incorporated into a discussion document with the responses of all the other interviewees,
and that this docwnent would be circulated to all the interview patticipants and be made
publicly available. Each interviewee was also told that they would be given a copy of the
interview transcripts to modify however they saw fit. Once these conditions were
established, the researcher engaged the interviewees in a discussion loosely structured
around the six questions outlined above.
Because the budget did not accommodate the costs of tape recording and transcribing
interviews, the researcher recorded a summary and key points of the interviewees'
responses using pen and paper. At frequent points in the interview noted points were
confinned with the interviewee to make sure his or her meaning had been adequately
captured. The overall intent of the interviews was to capture a diversity of responses and
opinions, so probing questions were asked if it was believed that the interviewee held
views that would increase the diversity of responses so far accumulated. If the interviewee
began to digress onto unrelated topics, the researcher attempted to steer the conversation
back to the six questions.
The interview format was kept open*ended and very loose so that other issues of
importance to stakeholders and relevant to strategic envirorunental management in the
World Heritage Area could also be raised during the interview. These issues were also
recorded.
After the interview, the interview notes were compiled into a series of dot points
organised as appropriate under the six questions. These were typed up as a completed
questionnaire (see examples in Appendix 2), which was either hand delivered, faxed,
mailed or emailed to the interviewee. Each interviewee was asked in writing to review
their responses recorded in the questionnaire, make a'!)' changes, additions or deletions
they felt appropriate, and return the modified version to the reseatcher. They were also
informed in writing that the responses in their reviewed and modified version of the
questionnaire would be anonymously compiled into a discussion document along with the
responses of all the other interviewees, and that this document would be circulated back
to all interview participants and be made available for public review.
Low priority stakeholders were contacted mostly by email or letter, and sent an
explanatory outline of the project, asking them to respond to the six questions in a
questionnaire. This process yielded very few responses. In addition a project explanation
and questionnaire were published in the local community newspaper, with a broadcast
request for community input. Despite the newspaper's wide readership, this broadcast did
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not illicit a single response; however, it presented most of the local Shark Bay community
with the opport11ni!J to contribute if they wished.

4.4.2.2 Data Collatio11 and Stakeholder Reflection
The next phase of the project required compilation and feedback of the data gathered
from the stakeholder interviews and transformation of this information into a series of
communications objectives and messages for the SBWHA. Tbis was done using an
iterative process loosely based on the principles of the Delphi technique, as defined by
Delbecq, et al (1975), and as outlined in Section 3.3 of Chapter 3.
For this study, the interviews constituted the first Delphi 1questionnaire'. The researcher
compiled the reviewed and modified dot point responses verbatim (without attempting to
collate or summarise) from the reviewed interview questionnaires, and organised them
under major headings represented by each of the six questions. Each of the dot point
responses were then grouped into subheadings as per the Delphi technique (Delbecq, et
al, 1975). Organised as such, all interview responses were anonymously compiled in a
stakeholder dismssio11 domment (Appendix 3), developed specifically for feedback to those
who participated in the interviews.
Next, the researcher combed through responses and their headings, looking for themes
which could be translated into communications objectives and key messages for the
SBHWA. In doing this, she looked for both responses which were expressed by many
stakeholders, thereby indicating they represented values or opinions widely held by the
community, and for responses which represented the views or aspirations of specific
sectors of the Shark Bay community (eg. traditional fishers or Aboriginal groups).
Based on this analysis, a series of proposed primary objectives and supporting key
messages were derived for communications in the Shark Bay World Heritage Area.
These were outlined in a second Delphi questionnaire (Appendix 4), asking respondents
to rank urder each objective, and to provide comments on their agreement or
disagreement with each objective and key message. Again, participants were fully
informed of the voluntary and anonymous nature of their participation, and the intent of
the questionnaire. This second questionnaire setved as an iterative means to member
check the credibility of the researcher's interpretation of the interview results.
The researcher's immediate supervisor in CALM reviewed the discussion document
before the final version was printed, but made no changes on the premise that the
document should not be censored. Th.is document was then circulated to eveiy one of
the interview participants. The discussion document enabled the participants to see their
views in context with the views and the ideas of other participants, without being
influenced by interpersonal dynamics. Included with the circulated discussion document
was the second questionnaire containing the proposed communications objectives and
key messages distilled from the interview results. Again, an article was placed in the local
community newspaper inviting all interested members of the conununity to peruse a copy
of the discussion document and fill out the second questionnaire.
With.in a few days of circulation, feedback from the discussion document began. The
majority of responses received were positive. Interestingly, many people expressed
surprise that theit opinions were shared by so many others. Others were simply pleased
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to see their comments acknowledged and printed. Although there were several critical
comments directed at CALM, feedback from CALM staff indicated a general feeling that
the document was important 'intelligence' for understanding the conununity and clarifying
problem areas.
However, there was a major adverse reaction from a group of influential Shark Bay
residents, triggered by some politically-charged comments in the discussion document
which challenged the local power base. 1bis reaction almost derailed the entire planning
process; i.n particular, it affected the researcher's st'lnding in the community, the
relationships she had worked to establish, the level of community participation achieved
in the following planning stages, and the credibility of the whole project. Details on how
and why the reaction occurred and how it affected the project are outlined in the practical
reflections documented in Section 4.3 of this chapter.
News of the furore also caught the concern and attention of CALM's corporate executive
and government ministers. The researcher's locally and regionally-based superiors in
CALM lent their support and did their best to calm the situation and keep the project on
track. However, full public release of the discussion document was halted, and on the
behest of the Shire of Shark Bay, a letter of 'clarification' was mailed to all 115 individuals
who had received a copy of the document (Appendix 5).
It is suspected that the negative reaction also affected the response rate to the second
questionnaire. Participants were given three weeks to respond to the questionnaire, but
the response rate was low (approximately 30%). The researcher could have increased the
response rate by making individual contact with interviewees and personally administering
the questionnaire, but did not do so. Tbis was due in part because of time constraints and
her despondence over the political quagmire in which the project was now foundering,
and in pan because she was reasonably confident that the objectives and key messages
outlined in the questionnaire were adequately representative of the community.
The results from the second questionnaire were posted on a website, and compiled in a
brief report which was emailed or mailed to all the original interviewees (Appendix 6).
There was no response to this report, except for an apology from an individual who had
made some negative remarks in his questionnaire.
Given the lack of feedback, it was decided to end the Delphi rounds with the second
questionnaire. The researcher then modified the objectives and key messages as per the
comments received, and prioritised the objectives in order of their collective ranking.
Tables 4.1 and 4.2 outline these results.

4.4.2.3 Contn111nications Strategy
The next step involved incorporating the communications objectives and key messages
identified in the previous process into :i comn111nicatio11s strategy for SBWHA. The purpose
of this strategy was to transmit to planners and decision-makers the stakeholder values
and aspirations in relation to conununications in the SBWHA, and to serve as a guide for
all communications and interpretation projects in the SBWHA over the next five years.
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Table 4.1. Knowledge-based communications objectives and key messages
identified and prioritised through stakeholder consultation.
Knowledgeobfectivesand key messages: Improving people's understanding and appreciation ofiSharkS-a
1.
•

2.

Increased awareness and appreciation of the reasons for Shark Bay's World Heritage listing
Shark Bay is World Heritage listed for four major reasons: seagrasses, hypersalinity, stromatolites and habitats for some of the world's most
endangered species.
There are 38 World Heritage values in Shark Bay.
Increased awareness and appreciation of the significance of World Heritage listing

•
•
•
•

Shark Bay is a globally outstanding natural area - one of the most important natural treasures the earth has to offer.
Shark Bay is one of only 16 natural sites on earth that meet all four criteria for World Heritage listing.
World Heritage listing means that Australia is obliged to protect World Heritage values in Shark Bay, but does not exc!ude human activity.
World Heritage listing has affected the local community in both positive and negative ways.

3.

Increased awareness and understanding of Shark Bay's natural environment

•
•
•
•

Shark Bay is a dynamic environment shaped by a complex variety of natural processes.
Shark Bay is a fragile environment that needs special care, management and protection to keep it 'natural'.
Everyone who lives in and visits Shark Bay can play a part in looking after and improving the environment
Shark Bay contains important habitats for many globally threatened species.
There are many processes which threaten Australia's native plants and animals; in Shark Bay, we are working to reverse these processes and
recover endangered species.
Increased awareness of what to expect from a visit to Shark Bay

4.

•
•

There is much more to Shark Bay than just fishing and dolphins • there is a wide variety of natural and historic-based things to see and do.
Shark Bay is an enormous and wild expanse of land and sea; its main towns and access points are Denham and Camarvon.
Fees apply for camping, visiting parks and reserves, and for drinking water.
Shark Bay is a wild and remote area, and medical assistance is not readily available; safety precautions, special equipment, and knowledge of
local conditions are required when travelling off of major roads or by sea.
Weather conditions in Shark Bay change throughout the year- there are different things to do in different weather conditions.
Pets are not allowed in National Parks.

5.

Increased awareness of and appreciation for Shark Bay's Aboriginal culture and history

•
•
•
•

Aboriginal people have a rich culture and have !ived in Shark Bay for thousands of years.
Shark Bay World Heritage area's traditional owners include the Malgana, Nanda and lnggarda people.
Contemporary Aboriginal people in the Shark Bay World Heritage area make significant contributions to the local economy, businesses and
conservation.
Shark Bay beach seine fishing is a unique and sustainable form of commercial fishing developed and practiced by Malgana people.

6.

Increased awareness of and appreciation for Shark Bay's maritime and post-settlement cultural history

•
•
•
•

•

Sharl< Bay is home to the first known European landing in Australia.

•
•

Shark Bay has a fascinating history of early European exploration, guano trade, pearling, pastoralism, fishing and mining.
Contemporary Shark Bay is a unique mix of Aboriginal, Malay, European and other cultures that arose from years of relative isolation from the
rest of the world - Shark Bay is special because these cultures peacefully coexist.
Increased awareness of fish ecology and fishing impacts

7.

•
•
•

Fishing affects fish stocks. We all need to fish responsibly.
Fisheries management and regulations are in place to protect fish stocks for the future.
Fish rely on habitats such as seagrass, mangroves and coral. These habitats must be looked after and protected so recreational and
commercial fish stocks survive.
Commercial fishing and pearling are part of Shark Bay's heritage and an important part of the local economy and culture.
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In particular, the intent of the strategy was to inform the next stage of this study. In the
document, general strategies for meeting communications objectives and transmitting key
messages were identified, as were performance indicators for each of the sttkeholderderived objectives, and possible evaluation methods. The performance indicators were
generated with input from representatives of relevant stakeholder groups. A copy of the
strategy is in Appendix 7.
An article was printed in the local paper to announce the availability of a draft
communications strategy for public review and conunent (a counter copy was made
available at the Denham CALM office). Copies were also sent to all project participants
and other stakeholders by email. The project advisory team members made a number of
recommendations for the strategy, and the Aboriginal working groups assigned two
people to review the document and provide comment. No feedback was received from
other stakeholders. Tius lack of response may have been in part due to the political
situation, and also because the document was of a strategic nature that many lay people
find difficult relating to.

4.4.3

Practical Rtjlections

The following is a practical reflection on this first action research cycle: a deconstruction
of what worked and what went wrong.

4.4.3.1 Deriding 011 Stakeholders
The preliminary stakeholder list changed quite a bit as a result of the snowball effect, and
with improved awareness of who was who in terms of influence and interest in the
SBWHA. Inevitably, some people were missed or left out as a result of oversight, or
because of time and distance constraints and this created some problems in later stages of
the project.
In retrospect, the local Shire should have been formally involved in identifying the initial

list of key stakeholders, both for political reasons, and also to better ensure no one of
importance was missed. 1bis reinforces the need to get one's primary stakeholders
involved at the very beginning of the process. However, the researcher and her
supervisors generally felt that by using the snowball strategy and allowing considerable
time for the interviews (three months), the process was reasonably successful in
identifying and engaging a broad and representative range of stakeholders.

4.4.3.2 The Interview Procw
The interview process was revelatory. For the researcher, it was both emotionally draining
and exhilarating. The interviews tapped into a melting pot of fear, anger, frustration, as
well as knowledge, hope, creativity, and passion. Some people ground axes, using the
space to express their discontent over certain issues. Others expressed fear about losing
control of their community and a place they loved and grew up in. Many more seized
the opportunity to express creative ideas and share their knowledge, hhtory and
enthusiasm for Shark Bay.
Ultimately the results were very revealing. In this politically divided, polarised corrununity,
there was an incredible amount of common ground. Strikingly, an overwhelming majority
of the people interviewed demonstrated a large amount of passion and caring for the area.
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This can be seen in the large number of comments in the discussion document
(Appendix 3) related to environmental concerns and wanting others to know about and
appreciate Shark Bay. A majority of the community members who responded to the
second Delphi questionnaire placed a high priority on wanting people to look after and
appreciate the SBWHA, and to know how special and fragile Shark Bay is. A long history
of political posturing appears to have prevented this community from seeing what may be
one of their most valuable assets: a common platform of values and aspirations.
As for the researcher, she emerged from the process with 115 voices in her head, and a
wide-ranging view of the issues, opportunities and constraints associated with the
SBWHA.
As a result, the researcher was able to form a mind-map of who the
stakeholders were, their specific areas of influence and knowledge, and their private
politics and stances on issues; in other words, she had a very good idea of whom and what
were important in the SBWHA. She also knew how to contact these people and where to
get more information. Most importantly, however, the researcher had begun lu huild
trust and relationships with people in the community by listening without ju1 fging, and
acknowledging the legitimacy of their opinions.
The interview process also improved the researcher's political sensitivity, however, clearly
not sufficiently so, given the landmine she was to step on in the next phase of the process.

4.4.3.3 Deconstmcling the Negative Reaction
The reaction against the discussion document was a major setback for the project
(fortunately this was resolved to a large extent in later stages of the project). The
researcher was left feeling like a pariah, and was shunned by many who were previously
friendly and supportive. Indeed, the researcher felt the reaction as both a personal and
professional blow, and her faith in the participatory process and its ability to transcend to
entrenched power bases was severely shaken. TI1c personal crisis the researcher
experienced as a result of this event is an example of the potential emotional perils
associated with action research and inunersing researchers into communities.
During the interviewing phase, most interviewees were cognisant that their comments
would be made public, and in some cases retracted or asked that their critical comments
about other members of the community not be recorded. However, one of the
interviewees made a number of politically charged criticisms about the local Shire council.
The interviewee, an influential person in the town, strongly demanded that these
comments br. incorporated into the discussion document. The comments were not
ditcctly related to the six questions that were the focus of the interviews, but neither were
many others. A number of derogatory comments about CALM had also been made in
other interviews.
The researcher worried over this dilemma, but two points decided the issue. Firstly, the
researcher believed that constituents have the right to publicly express opinions about
their governments, and as a result all government bodies, state and local government
authorities, ought to be accustomed to frequent criticism and accept this as an
occupational hazard. Secondly, the researcher felt it was fair to include these comments
about the local council, given that criticisms levelled at other government agencies were
included in the document. It was decided that the standard of the process should be
upheld, and that no comments would be censored. The critical comments were placed in
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the last chapter of the discussion document, along with others that were not directly
related to the six interview questions. The researcher did not anticipate the inclusion
would create any great problems\ but this was a naiVe assumption. The release of the
discussion docwnent inadvertently triggered a major adverse reaction from some
influential sectors of the Shark Bay community. Accusations brought against the project
and researcher were as follows:
• the researcher had excluded critical comments made by others during the interview
process; while retaining those that criticised that local council;
• the discussion docwnent should have summarised the interviewees' comments; and
that by presenting comments verbatim, the docwnent was too long and repetitive,
thereby ensuring that few would read the entire document;
• the document content was poorly worded and badly organised;
• key people were excluded from the interview process;
• the process was undemocratic because the comments were anonymous, and people
who did not agree with comments made by others were therefore denied recourse and
the right of challenge;
• many of the comments expressed a minority view without indicating that these
opinions were not held by the majority of the community;
• the names of all those interviewed should have been supplied;
• representatives from the local council should have reviewed and revised the document
before its release;
• the process was on-Australian and foreign; and
• the researcher lacked political sensitivity and finesse.
Certainly, the accusations held vruying degrees of truth. With respect to the charge that
the researcher had excluded comments, it is true that the researcher did not include some
of the comments made during an interview with the person who made the charge.
However, these comments were part of an infonnal conversation held prior to tackling
the interview guestions, and which the researcher is certain were understood by the
interviewee as being apart from the fonnal interview and unrelated to the project.
Certainly the intetviewee would have noted tl1at his comments in this regard were not
recorded at the time. In addition he did not choose to add these comments when he saw
that they were absent from the draft transcript of his interview. Nonetheless, his concerns
have weight, because the offending comments made by the other interviewee were not
directly related to the project either-it was just that in this case, the interviewee felt they
were so, and insisted the conunents be incorporated.
With respect to summarising the responses in the discussion document: it is true that
failing to summarise the responses made for a long, often poorly worded document,
however, it was believed that this would give an approximate indication as to how many
held certain opinions, and that this was important In addition, the document was hastily
produced, and grammar and organisation etc. could have been improved. However, at
the time, the researcher was feeling pressure from some quarters within CALM about the
length of time spent on consultation, and her postponement of other duties (unrelated to
this study but part of her contract with CALM) that needed urgent attention.
Another comment about a locally run business added fuel to the fin: (or perhaps even ignited it)-thc rcscru:chcr was
entirely unaware that this issue was the so-called 'Achilles heel' of the person who ignited the furore.
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The accusation that important people were excluded from the interview process was also
true. Inevitably, some individuals were missed. The exclusion of one person in particular
was a serious oversight: an eminent and fiercely intellectual individual, with a keen
knowledge, interest and history in Shark Bay, and strong connections with influential
people in the community (i.e. dearly a very important stakeholder). Because the researcher
was shaken by the uncomfortable nature of her initial meeting with this individual, she
was unable to work up the courage to interview him. Tius was a mistake that was only
partially amended by sincere efforts to engage this individual in later stages of the project.
As for criticisms about anonymity and comments representing the minority view; this was
one of the primary intents of the discussion document: to allow people, including those
representing minority or marginalised sections of the community the opportunity to speak
their minds without fear of repercussion.
Allowing representatives of the local council to review the document before it was
circulated would have prevented the furore, but doing so would have risked the censoring
of legitimate opinions, and may possibly have prevented the release of the document
altogether. Censorship would certainly have compromised the spirit of the project in the
minds of some stakeholders. However, the local council is accustomed to having a
degree of control over public statements from the community, as the local newspaper is
published by the Shire. Even with hindsight, the researcher and her supervisots remain
uncerrain as to how this issue should have been handled.
With respect to conunents regarding the project's un-Austtalian flavour, it is noted that
publication of public submissions is a common step in planning processes used
throughout Western Australia. With respect to criticisms about the researcher's lack of
political sensitivity and finesse, these are clearly true, given that she did not foresee the
negative reaction, and given she was unable to calm or regain the situation in the
immediate aftermath. The researchds inability to neutralise her counter-reaction of
shock and anger only aggravated matters. In her defence, however, Shark Bay's political
waters are notoriously difficult to navigate.

4.4.3.4 Finding Consens11s wilh the DelphiQuestionnaire
The prioritisation results from the second questionnaire, although disappointing in
number, were nonetheless very interesting. In addition to the expected responses, there
were also many swprises: individuals from the business conununity who ranked
environmental concerns well ahead of business concerns, and members of the
scientific/environmental sector who placed the social and economic concerns of the
community in the highest ranking. This confumed the presence of unacknowledged
common ground and empathy between superficially competing sectors of the Shark Bay
community.

4.4.3.5 Usefulness ofStrategic Doc11me11Js
The researcher was hesitant to produce a communications strategy, largely because she felt
that these types of documents, while useful to bureaucrats for planning and accountability,
are often meaningless to the lay person, and tend to have little on~the-ground purpose
because they ate too generalised and often forgotten soon after they arc produced. It was
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the researcher's preference that the stakeholder-defined objectives and key messages
simply be incorpot'3.ted as an introduction to a detailed interpretive plan produced at the
end of the project. However, one member of the advisory team was adamant that a
strategy document be produced before progressing any further. Although the community
was, as suspected, mostly unreceptive to the strategy, preparing it turned out to be a useful
exercise, because it forced better organisation of the project's next stage, and catalysed
consideration and discussion about performance indicators and evaluation methods.

4.5

Action Research Cycle 2

The purpose of the second action research cycle was to:
• use knowledge and guiding values determined in cycle 1 to inform the next stage of
planning activity- particularly stakeholder-derived communications objectives and key
messages;
• engage key stakeholders (those with particular knowledge or influence, i.e. key
infonnants) in developing a detailed interpretation plan for the SBHWA;
• est.ablish informal advisory groups consisting of key informants, and work with these
groups to identify specific story ideas, themes and channels for communication, work
through areas of disagreement, and identify roles and responsibilities for eventual
implementation of the plan;
• develop a collaborative interpretation action plan for the SBWHA which both
supports strategic environmental management and addresses st.akeholder needs and
aspirations; and
• evaluate the process used to achieve the above.
1bis section details the plan, act and reflect st.ages of the second action research cycle.

4.5.1

Diagnosis a11d Planning

The diagnosis and planning stage of the second action research cycle involved three steps:
assessment of existing communications and interpretive resources, baseline assessments,
and identifying key informants (Figure 4.3).

4.5.1.1 AssessmentefE,dsting &sources
One of the interviewee recommendations made in the first action research cycle was to
undertake a benchmarking exercise for the project, by gathering examples of interpretive
materials from other areas to set the standard for similar products in the SBWHA.
Adopting this recommendation, interpretive materials were collected from other World
Heritage Areas around Australia and the world.
Tit.is was followed by an inventory of existing communications resources in the SBWHA
(including relevant materials produced by various government and tourism agencies
operating in the area), to evaluate their accuracy, relevancy and effectiveness with respect
b.J the stakeholder-derived objectives and key messages defined by via the first action
researc!~ cycle, and outlined in the communications strategy. These communications
resource~ were also compared with the benchmark materials gathered from other areas to
assess relath•e product quality, presentation and usefulness, as well as gaps and redundancy
in the available resources. This inventory and assessment is appended to the SBWHA
Inte,pretatio11 ActiQn Plan (Chapman 2003), a copy of which is in Appendix 8. Essentially
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the assessment recommended the modification or replacement of most existing
interpretive materials in the SBWHA to achieve the following:
• bring messages in line with those identified as priorities by key stakeholders (fables
4.1 and 4.2);
• ensure all interpretive materials developed for the SBWHA, regardless of which agency
produces them, are consistent in tenns of branding and presentation;
• ensure that wherever possible, interpretive installations are consistent with a SBWHA
sign system;
• update accuracy and presentation of interpretive materials;
• streamline the suite of interpretive materials produced by different management
agencies in the SBWHA, ensuring messages and information are not unnecessarily
replicated;
• adopt a strategic approach to the spatial organisation of interpretive exhibits
throughout the SBWHA, thereby helping visitors build their knowledge about the
SBWHA in a logical, sequential fashion; and
• ensure interpretative information is relevant to the area in which it is presented and the
audience it is likely to reach.
4.5.1.2 Baseline Assmf!1e11ts for Comm11nfrations Monitoring

Monitoring and evaluation are essential components of communications programming.
It was envisioned that the success of communication and interpretation projects in
SBWHA would be measured in terms of achieving the stakeholder-derived objectives
outlined in the communications strategy; as such, performance indicators were suggested
for each communications objective. However, baseline data were required before specific
and realistic target ranges for each of the performance indicators could be established. It
was intended that stakeholders would assist in defining these target ranges, which would
be quantifiable and time bound (eg. by the end of 2005, 70% of visitors should be able to
identify at least two of the key reasons for Shark Bay's World Heritage status). Baseline
data were also required as a benchmark for ongoing project evaluation.
Unfortunately, there was not enough time or funding to conduct the baseline assessments.
Anangements to secure a volunteer with a professional background to coordinate the
assessments fell through. As a result, this component of the project was postponed and
has yet to be completed.
4.5.1.3 Identijji11g Kry bifimna11/s and Advhory Groups

Another stakeholder recommendation made in the first action research cycle was to
establish a series of working groups to help provide the information required to develop a
detailed and locally relevant intetpretation plan for the SBWHA. In particular, specific
knowledge and advice was needed on:
• Natural history
• Aboriginal heritage
• Ewopean heritage
• Land and infrastructure management
• Recreation and tourism
• Fisheries
• Pastoralism
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•
•

Funding and support
Interpretive media and techniques

This teconunendation was adopted, and groups and individuals were identified who could
serve as k9" i11farmanls: people with specific knowledge and/ or influence relevant to the
above categories. Given the network of contacts made in the first action research cycle,
identifying the key informants was quite easy and the researcher began to organise
meetings and workshops with various groups and individuals. None of the key
informants identified by the researcher declined to be interviewed, although a number of
Aboriginal informants did fail to show for a workshop for reasons explained later in this
section.
4.5.2

Action

The action component of the second action research cycle involved infonnally engaging
key infonnants to identify: themes and stories for interpretation, media/channels through
which the stories could be told, locations for interpretive sites, inter-agency/community
communications needs, training and accreditation needs, funding options, roles and
responsibilities of stakeholders in implementing plan components, and potential
partnerships between agencies. This information would then be compiled into a five-year
interpretive plan for the SBWHA.
4.5.2.1 Collecling Stories from Key Informant~·

1his stage requited identification and collection of the stories stakeholders felt were
important to communicate about the SBWHA. This was done through a series of fonnal
and informal interviews, workshops, and ml!etings with key informants in the Shark Bay
community.
The Aboriginal community was approached first, as securing their input would take the
longest amount of time given the lengthy consultation and deliberation processes required
in most Aboriginal communities. It was also acknowledged that one of the greatest
challenges for this phase of the project would be finding a way to engage the Aboriginal
conununity that both respected Aboriginal protocol and kept to the allotted timeframe of
the study. The researcher had virtually no knowledge of Aboriginal culture or protocol,
b1Jt having worked with indigenous communities in Canada, she had an idea of what some
of the bear traps were likely to be. Fortunately, cultural assistance was provided by the
Denham-based Yadgalah Aboriginal Corporation Ltd, whose sta.ff guided the researcher
in the ways of Aboriginal protocol, supplied valuable information about the native title
working groups and their claim boundaries, and acted as important advocates for the
project They also taught the researcher a few important Malgana words, including
Gadhaagudu-the Malgana name for Shark Bay (meaning 'twin waters'), and introduced
the researcher to the elders of the community.
The approach with the Aboriginal community was very cautious; cultural appropriation is
a serious issue for Aboriginal communities. The Denham conununity was approached
first, as the researcher was already familiar to a nwnber of the community members by
virtue of living and socialising in town. The first people approached were the staff at
Yadgalah, and the chair of the Malgana working group, all of whom had been interviewed
during the first action research cycle. They were prepared to support the project, with the
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assurance that the Aboriginal community maintained full control of what and how their
stories were told, and as long as Aboriginal protocol was followed in the consultations.
They determined how the Aboriginal input would be handled and how to go about the
consultation. They also organised meetings with local elders and put the researcher into
contact with the native title working groups. The project was tabled at the three Native
Title Working Group meetings.
Although there appeared to be initial suspicion and concern-some conunun.ity members
were worried that they would not have control over what stories were told (some they did
not want shared), or that the project was aiming to exploit Aboriginal cultwe for tourismthe native title groups agreed to participate in the project, largely because Yadgalah staff
and the chair of the Malgana Working Group vocally supported the project The claimant
groups decided that the Yamaji Land and Sea Council (an umbrella organisation for
claimant groups in the region) would host a workshop in conjunction with CALM,
bringing together elders and other interested individuals to decide on the stories and
information to be used in the project.
Parallel to this project, a group of Ferth-based consultants were working on a recreation
and tourism plan for the SBWHA. The native title working groups decided that the
workshop would provide combined input for both projects, given the difficulty involved
in getting such a group together.
Nine months after its conception the workshop finally took place. The working groups
had decided at earlier meetings that individuals attending the workshop would not be paid
a consultation fee; only travel costs, food and accommodation would be provided for.
Elders and interested individuals were bussed to Denham from Carnarvon and Geraldton
and an evening fish barbecue and welcome session was held at Yadgalah's function centre.
The head of CALM's Aboriginal Liaison Unit introduced the two projects, and helped
mediate the next day's workshop proceedings. The researcher and two consultants for the
recreation plan also helped facilitate. For part of the session, a group of ciders sat down
together, and recalled their stories, mostly from their youth. Hand held tape recorders
were placed around the table, and notes were taken. After the workshop copies of the
notes and the original (and only) tape recordings were given to the Yadgalah Aboriginal
Corporation.
The researcher also made a series of visits to scientists and groups of scientists with
research in interests in the SBWHA. A single meeting was held with all the scientists on
the World Heritage Scientific Advisory Committee, representing expertise in the fields of
botany, geomorphology, fisheries, and zoology. The scientists placed numbered dots on
oversized maps of the area, indicating important features of scientific interest, while the
researcher recorded commentary on each feature.
The researcher met other scientists singly or in small groups, again using a map and hand
recording scientific phenomena the scientists believed were of particular interest Some
of the scientists al,;o had interest in the anthropology and history of the area, and provided
infonnation in this regard as well. In all cases, the scientists were sent copies of the
compiled notes to review and modify as they saw fit.
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A pastoral heritage committee, representing station owners and managers tluoughout the
Shark Bay area, had recently fanned when this project started. The researcher met with
the group on two occasions to brief them on the communications project. As part of a
separate project with the Museum of Western Australia, the heritage committee compiled
lists of artefacts and stories related to historic station life in the Shark Bay region. The
committee supplied these lists for inclusion in the inventory of stories for this project.
The researcher also met with staff and historians from the Musewn of Western Ausb:alia
and the Carnarvon Heritage precinct.

4.5.2.2 Slory Database
Before other aspects of the plan could be developed, the hundreds of story ideas collected
from stakeholders needed to be organised. At this stage, it was not known w!tich stories
would end up in the final interpretive plan, but nonetheless, it was imperative that none of
the stories were 'lost', as they constituted an important community resowce. A story
element database for the SBWHA (Appendix 9) was developed as a way of archiving,
organizing and sorting the stories collected from stakeholders and key informants.
Story elements were also collected from existing published resowces, sucl1 as history
books about Shark Bay (many of the stories in these books were not mentioned by project
participants, because they were the most obvious and well known stories about Shark
Bay). These too were added to the database. The intent of the cl.at.abase was to serve as a
dynamic community resource, a central repository for stories about Shark Bay that could
be added to over time, and used for future interpretive development in the SBWHA,
including that beyond the scope of the plan being prepared through this project.
The database was designed to be easily sorted by theme and subtheme (e.g. post
settlement history, maritime history, management, conservation, etc.) or location. Story
elements associated with specific locations were also given GPS coordinates. Th.is
enabled the production of~ story element map, using GIS, which provided an excellent
spatial representation of story clusters, highlighting good locations for interpretation.

4.5.2.3 bllegralion wilh Rurealional and Tot1rism Plan!ling
In September 2002 a team of consultants was hired to develop a recreation and tourism
plan for the SBWHA. A large component of their plan involved identifying tourism
impacts on the Shark Bay landscape, and making recommendations for existing and future
recreational sites in the SBHWA. The communications project dovetailed with that of
this team, and the two projects shared infonnation and hosted a few joint workshops,
including those with the Aboriginal community, the pastoral history committee, the local
tourism association, and the Camarvon conununity.
Unfortun.!td; the production of the recreation plan lagged behind that of the
conununications plan, and the recreation consultants' recommendations were not
available for consideration m this project. Nonetheless, much preliminary information
was shared, particularly access concerns expressed by stakeholders in the discussion
document. The recreation consultants were also able to make use of the story eletnent
database: they mapped the elements, and used tht:m as part of their GIS analysis of
potential recreational features in the SBHWA.
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4.5.2.4 Syn/hen's and Brainilorming
The next stage involved synthesising all the gathered informatiori into a detailed
interpretive plan for the SBWHA. This information included:
• the conununications objectives and key messages in the communications strategy;
• story elements dambase;
• interptetive media and channels, including ideas recommended by stakeholders in
interviews;
• recreation sites and access corridors around the SBWHA; and
• tourism and other interpretive initiatives in and around the SBWHA.
Firstly, a series of themes for interpretation in the SBWHA was generated. This was done
by synthesizing communications objectives and key messages with the pool of collected
story elements. These themes are shown in Table 4.4, which depicts the series of themes
as viewed from five different perspectives: the global (or scientific) community,
indigenous people, maritime explorers, settlers and management. These perspectives
represent the multiple narratives that together tell the Shark Bay story as a rounded whole.
The exhibition consultants hired to develop interpretative content for the World Heritage
Visitor Centre in Denham, were responsible for the initial conception of using different
perspectives as overall themes for interpretation-fill idea adopted for this project, given it
reflects the major stakeholder groups in the SBWHA.
The second step involved determining where and how the themes should be interpreted.
This required identification of appropriate techniques and media for interpreting these
themes, identification of appropriate locations for interpretation, and generation of
creative links between interpretive media. In addition, regional and statewide links with
other initiatives and agencies, such as the Western Australia Museum in Perth and
Gerald ton, the Piyarli Yardi Aboriginal Culture and Heritage Centre in Camatvon, and
other CALM initiatives around tl1e state, needed to be established.
A number of individuals who work in the fields of interpretation, conununications and
tourism, were brought together to brainstorm interpretive sites and techniques for this
plan, and to identify links with other initiatives taking place in the wider region.
Attendees included interpretation and tourism specialists from CALM, Fisheries, Museum
of Western Australia, Yadgalah Aboriginal Corporation, Piyarli Yardi Aboriginal Herimge
and Culture Centre, and private consultants for the proposed World Heritage Visitor
Centre in Denham and the SBWHA recreation and tourism plan. The author of a recent
tome on the history of Shark Bay also attended. A sununary of the brainstorming session
results is located in Appendix 10.
The third step requited the compilation of a detailed interpretive plan for the SBWHA, to
serve as a blueprint for producing interpretive products across the SBWHA, and to
coordinate the efforts of the various agencies and bodies undertaking interpretive activity
in the area.
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Table 4.3: Interpretive themes devised for the SBWHA.
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Shark Bay is one of the world's most outstanding natural areas: it is one of only 144 natural areas on earth with World Heritage Status,
and of these one of on!v 16 lhat meet all four criteria for World Heritaae listina.
There are four key reasons for Shark Bay's World Heritage listing: modification of the marine environment by seagrasses, hypersaline
seawater, Hamelin Pool stromatolites, and imnnrtant cat and fox~free habitats for threatened species.
World Heritage listing has had both positive and negative effects on the Shark Bay community: it has brought a small isolated community
into the alobal tourist economy .
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Gadhamudu (Maloana name for Shark Bav, translation: twin waters) is the traditional home of the Maloana, Nhanda and Yinakarta aeoole
Aboriginal people have lived in Shark Bay for thousands of years, adapting and shifting with changing sea levels and climate: they have
borne witness to incredible chances wrouaht bv lime.
Aboriginal people thrived in Shark Bay, moving with the seasons, but also maintaining permanent setUements at year-round water
sources.
Aboriginal people in Shark Bay were exposed to early European mariners: Aboriginal knowledge of country was essential to successful
colonial settlement of Shark Bav.
Contemporary Aboriginal people in the Shark Bay World Heritage area make significant contributions to the local economy, culture,
businesses and conservation.
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. ..

Seagrasses are the "builders of the Bay": by creating an enormous expanse of banks and sills, seagrasses have profoundly changed the
ohvsical, chemical and bioloaical nature of Shark Bads marine environment.
Shark Bay is home to the largest seagrass banks in the world: they are the foundation of the Bay's marine food chain, and are responsible
for feedina most of the Bav's marine life.
Shark Bay is one of the world's few hypersaline marine environments, thanks to seagrasses and an arid climate: hypersalinity has made
Shark Bav an evolutionarv and biodiversitv hotsoot.
Shark Bay's unique marine environment has given rise to the world's most abundant and diverse stromatolites: these organisms tell the
storv of the evolution of life on earth.
Shark Bay is a classic example of island biogeography: because of its many prongs, peninsulas and islands, many threatened and
endemic soecies live here.
Shark Bay was formed by a number of ongoing sedimentary and tectonic processes: deposition of dead marine life, weathering by wind
and water, and shiftinn of the earth's crust.
Shark Bay is Australia's largest marine embayment its sheltered waters are home to abundant and diverse marine life, including one of
the world's Iaraest and most imMrtant Duaonn """''lations.
Shark Bay is a meeting place for tropical and temperate waters and desert and temperate botanical zones.
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The first known Euronean landina in Australia took r!ace on Dirk Hartrv, Island in 1616.
Ships from around the world explored and exploited Shark Bay's resources, providing an early link between Shark Bay and the global
economv.
The first Australian nlant and animal saecimens brouaht to Euro= came from Shark Bay, collected bv earlv maritime ex[ !orers
Shark Bay was considered by many early explorers to be a miserable and useless place, because they were unable to find water or fruit
and veqetables to ward off scunn,, and because of the lack of tradina onrv,rtuniUes.
Shark Bay was one of the two best anchorages in WA, and a distinctive navigational feature for early maritime explorers, providing
sheltered waters and abundant fish supplies.
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Guano mining was Shark Bay's first industry: Shark Bay guano was considered among the best in the world, and was mined and exported
by ships from around the planet.
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Pastoralism, sandalwood cuttino, and teleoranh communications were eariv industries in the Bav1
Shark Bays pearting and pea rt shell industries were responsible for bnnging global flavour to the Shark Bay community: Malays, Chinese,
Koepangers, Afghans and Europeans intermingled to create the Bay's distinctive community. The pearlers moved around the Bay as they
exhausted successive nearl beds.
In its early days, Shark Bay was bustling with industry, and many more people lived here than do today: although it may seem like
wilderness todav, most of the Bav has been exn!oited bv industrv in some wav or another.
With the decline of the pearling industry, fishing became Shark Bay's dominant industry: in particular, a unique fem, of beach seine net
fohino craciced bv fishers of Aborioinal-Malav descent
Town!ife in Old Shark Bav: "we had nothioo, but we had eve"""ina ... we were free."
Whaling was a major post-war industry in Shark Bay: CamaJVon's whaling station was responsible for a major portion of the international
whale take. When the whales were exhausted, the industrv was renlaced bv orawn trawlino and crayfish harvestino.
Shark Bay's unpolluted, hypersaline waters and shallow inlets led to the creation of a salt mining industry, creating salt using the same
physical, chemical and bioloaical processes which take place naturally in birTidas.

..

" .

Contemporary Shark Bay is a unique mix of Aboriginal, Malay, Afghan, European and other cultures that arose from years of relative
isolation from the rest of the world - Shark Bav is s"""ial because these cultures Macefullv coexist.
Tourism is now the Bay's largest industry; Shark Bay's international status as a tourist destination has brought it from a pertod of relative
isolation back into the alobal arena, as it was in the davs of nuano mininn and nearlina.
Conservation and natural resource management in Shark Bay is based on extensive research, and is often globally ground-breaking.
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Shark Bav is in vourhands -heJn keen Shark Savworld class bv takinn care of this fraaile environment
Shark Bay's fish stocks are shared not limitless: help conserve fish for the future by fishing for a feed, not for the freezer.

..

Shark Bay is an enormous 2.3 million hectare expanse of !and and sea, encompassing a wide array of natural features and processes; its
shear size can make discoverinn and manAflinn Shark Bav challenninn and difficult
Shark Bay is a spiritual place: share the passion residents feel for Shark Bay by discovering its subtle nuances and experiencing its
changing moods.

This stage of the project involved more informal consultation.
Wherever a
recommendation was devised which had relevance to a specific stakeholder group,
representatives from that group were consulted for confirmation and advice. These
consultations included:
• conversations with land holders to determine their interest in hosting interpretive
displays on their propetties, and appropriate construction materials, presentation and
topics;
• recommendations on constmction methods and materials for outdoor displays from
loml stakeholders in the building indusuy.
• discussions with other agencies about linking the SBWHA project to other initiatives
in the region;
• advice from government agency staff on interpretive resources they believed would or
wouldn't work; and
• discussions with Department of Fisheries and CALM staff about potential
modifications to existing publications and interpretive displays, which would bring
these products in line with the stakeholder-derived communications objectives, and
incorporate stories gathered from the Shark Bay community.
The plan was specifically designed to meet the stakeholder-derived objectives outlined in
the communications strategy. In particular, the plan outlined:
•

topics for interpretation in the World Heritage area, and specific details on where and
how they should be interpreted (eg. sign board displays, brochures, interpretive trails,
tours, magazines and newspapers, websites, etc.);

•

•
•
•
•
•

foundation products required prior to developing interpretive products, including a
style manual (with logo templates, slogan, colour scheme, layout templates and font
style), image library, Aboriginal language catalogue, sign manual, and a story manual
containing comprehensive information about Shark Bay's natural and cultural
heritage, visitor information, and minimum impact information;
a branding scheme for the SBWHA, including logo, slogan, colour scheme, sign
manual, standard copy and image library;
training opportunities for tour operators, the business community, and government
staff;
links and coordination with other initiatives taking place in and around Shark Bay;
steps required for effective implementation of the plan, including the f01mation of a
community-based foundation to administer the plan and associated contracts; and
the roles and responsibilities of stakeholders, approximate costs, and an
implementation timetable for each action item.
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A copy of the plan is located in Appendix 7.

4.5.2.5 Prmntatio11 of Plan to Stakeholders
The final step in producing the interpretive plan involved presenting it to stakeholders. A
presentation was prepared outlining the plan recommendations, and samples were
gathered of benchmark products recommended by the plan for the SBWHA. A brief
PowerPoint presentation outlining Shark Bay's World Heritage values was also prepared
for the benefit of groups unfamiliar with them.
Due to time constraints, the researcher focused on making presentations to groups who
would have most influence over successful implementation of the plan. These groups
included:
• Local and regional Tourism Associations
• Shark Bay Chamber of Commerce
• Shire of Shark Bay president and CEO
• CALM staff
• Aboriginal Community reprcsenL'ltives
• Shire of Camaivon CEO and head planner
• President of the Camarvon Rotary Club
• Head of the Pastoral Heritage Committee
• Regional Development Commission
• CALr...f executive
• CALM-hosted interpretive seminar, with the WA muselllll and CALM interpretive
staff from across the state.
• Regional community development funding agency
• Various other community representatives
Digital versions of the communications strategy, interpretive plan, and story clement
database were copied onto CDs and distributed to all the groups and individuals who
participated in the project, thereby ensuring broad ownership of the project's final
products.

4.5.3

Practical &jlections

The following is a practical reflection on the second action research cycle: a
deconstruction of what worked and what went wrong.

4.5.3.1 Col!ecti,,g Storiu from Kry Infimnanls
It was anticipated that this process would involve intense facilitation, repeated
consultation with key infonnants, and careful working through of areas of disagreement.
However, the consultation process was actually quite simple, and the researcher rarely had
to renegotiate decisions with key informants or working groups.
The informal consultations seemed to work quite well; the only major problems
encountered were in relation to formal workshops, reinforcing the researcher's belief that
informal negotiations with imll\i.duals or small groups may provide better results than
workshop scenarios, and in the long run may save time and effort. For example, there
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was a poor tum-out for the Aboriginal workshop, Only a core group of elder women and
a few younger men and women showed. Initially, the reasons for this were unclear,
particularly since the introductory barbecue the night prior was well attended. From
talking to people afterwards, it appears there were two major factors. Firstly, some of the
men from Camarvon had not realised they would not be getting paid a consultation fee
until the night of the barbecue. They chose to drive back to Cam:uvon the next day
rather than attend the workshop. Secondly, the results from a local Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander Commission election had been announced the day before. There
was some upset between the two candidates and their camps, and as a consequence, many
people, including the two candidates (both influential people in the community) avoided
the workshop.
Combining workshop agendas with that of the recreation consultants also created
problems. There were too many objectives for the workshop, and too many facilitators
with no single person in charge. The agenda was abandoned as discussion strayed to
topics unrelated to the tabled projects, and became dominated by a couple of individuals.
The researcher managed to separate the elders from the rest of the group after lunch.
Fortunately, they were cager to reminisce with each other and tell their stories.
Unfortunately, many of the younger members who remained with original group
discussion missed hearing the elders' stories.
Despite its failings, feedback indicated that the Aboriginal community was reasonably
happy with the workshop outcomes. Fortunately the researcher had collected some
stories from elder men in the community during interviews in the previous action research
cycle, providing some balance to the women's stories.
Suggestions from community members indicated that the Aboriginal community should
have been actively engaged earlier. In addition, key elders who did not attend the
workshop could have been sought out and inlerviewed separately. Ideally, however, there
would have been funds to train and hire members of the Aboriginal community to collect
the stories themselves. Tape recorded interviews with elders could have been used to
start an oral history library for the community.

4.5.3.2 Braimtom1ing Smion
At this stage, the researcher felt that all the subject matter input that was needed had been
collected from the conununity, and that this information could now be presented to
interpretation professionals to get some creative ideas on how this infonnation could be
conveyed (i.e. what media or channels could be used). As such, the researcher intended
to keep the brainstorming session 'technical', by only inviting professionals in fields
related to interpretation. However, when, as a matter of courtesy, the Shark Bay Shire was
notified of the session, the news sparked another upheaval among the same individuals
who were upset with the discussion document, because they had not been invited. In this
case, however, the situation was defused relatively quickly by way of additional
explanation about the purpose of the session, and by extending an invitation to any local
council members who wished to attend (none took up the offer). This situation could
have been avoided had the idea of the brainstorming session been discussed with local
council members prior to setting-up the session. HowL'Ver, at this time, the researcher's
relations with the Shark Bay council were still quite poor, so too was communication.
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The i.:tainstooning session did not produce results as hoped, as much of the day was
spent bringing the attendees up to speed on the features, themes, geography and
importance of the SBWHA (the agenda was over-ambitious), and the anticipated synergy
between talents never really materialised, However, the session did familiarise the group
with the project, SBWHA, and each other, an important outcome in itself. There was
considerable positive feedback fror..1 the session, and the project gmned future support
from attendees, which it would not otherwise have had. In addition, the session was a
catalyst in that some of the attendees began dialogue about joint projects, resource
sharing, and future partnerships.

In hindsight, bringing this group of professionals under one roof was an important event,
especially given that many of these people had not met or worked together before, and
given that their support lent significant credibility and profile to the project. However,
the event could have been simplified to include a project presentation with a feedback
session at the end.
In retrospect, a more appropriate approach to this step would perhaps have involved
engaging the local Shark Bay community in developing, reviewing and providing feedback
on ideas for interpretive materials. To some extent, this was achieved in the project
presentations.

4.5.3.3 Presentations
The final presentations were an important last step in gaining support for implementation
of the interpretive plan. There were fears that the plan would be shelved and forgotten
once the researcher had finished her contract and left the area; it was hoped that the
presentations would increase the likelihood of the plan being adopted by the community.
Initially the researcher was pessimistic, as she was still on the political blacklist with the
local influential stakeholders in Denham. Also, by virtue of the jointly-held workshops,
the project had been tainted through association with the recreation and tourism plan,
which was being touted by some in the community as yet another CALM land grab.
'The Carnarvon-based local government, rotary club and regional development
commission were approached first. Camarvon is always cager for new tourism
opportunities, as they tend to be bypassed in favour of Denham and destinations further
north. In addition, the Carnatvon community had not been involved in the political
furore that erupted over the discussion document. As a consequence, representatives
from this community supported the plan, and expressed interest in administering it
through Camarvon, rather than Denham. In contrast, the Shark Bay Shire appeared noncommittal, and the researcher was unable to get on a council meeting agenda to present
the project to the Shark Bay Shire council,
Fortunately, the researcher was successful in getting an audience for a Shark Bay Tourism
Association meeting (consisting of local business involved in the tourism industry). The
initial reception was cool; unbeknownst to the researcher, a rumour had spread before the
meeting that the plan being presented would involve restricting access to more areas in
the SBWHA (this was because interpretive plan had become mixed up with the recreation
and tourism plan in the minds of some residents), Unwittingly, this rumour had positive
consequences, because it generated extraordinarily good attendance for the meeting.
After the presentation, when the researcher finally focused on the audience, she found
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herself fronting a room full of stunned faces: the plan was not what they had expected (a
bureaucratic dictate supporting CALM's corporate objectives), rather it represented much
of what tfiv, themselves had been looking for (a plan supporting their own aspirations and
ideas). Audience members asked how they could help implement the plan; some
attendees even made immediate offers of funds to help kick-start the project. Upon
learning that Camarvon was interested in administering the project and that the Shark Bay
Shire appeared noncommittal, attendees made a motion to actively support to the project,
and work to keep the project based in Denham.
Word quickly got around, and members of the association made arrangements for the
plan to be presented to the regional tourism association, the Shark Bay Chamber of
Commerce, local government, and regional and conununity development agencies. The
plan was presented to various other influential stakeholders on a one-on-one basis. The
community-based nature of the plan, its appeal to all the area's stakeholder groups, and its
detailed prescriptions generated broad wpport. By the time the researcher's contract was
completed, the Shark Bay Shire w:i.s in clear support of the project, and discussions were
undenvay about handing the plan implementation over to the regional development
commission or the Shark Bay Chamber of Commerce to ensure it remained communitybased.
Fortunately, this last-ditch effort to salvage community ownership of the plan succeeded.
The proof was in the pudding, so to speak, and once presented with the plan, community
members saw that their input had been considered and that the plan was based on the
aspirations of the whole community, rather than CAL.M's mandate alone. However, it
also clearly illustrated that the researcher had dismally failed to communicate where all the
planning and consultation conducted 0ver the last 18 months was going, despite
numerous press releases and discussions with stakeholders. The researcher believes that
this was in part because communications about the project were being drowned out by an
ongoing counter-campaign against the project and the researcher issuing from those
individuals who were offended by stakeholder discussion document: many people were
not listening to the researcher, either because they no longer trusted her, or because her
credibility had been destroyed. The communication failure was probably also in part
because people were not shown examples of interpretive plans and products to give them
a concrete idea of what the project outcomes would be; many people tune out when
confronted with the abstract notions typical of many planning processes and documents,
Also, the researcher had also lost enthusiasm for the project after the political uproar
surrounding the discussion document, and as a result, was unable to reinfect others with
the optimism garnered by the project in its early stages.
In hindsight, more effort should have been put into demonstrating what the final project
outcome would look like, and more time spent talking to and re-establishing relationships
and trust with the locally-based stakeholders.
Despite the plan's generally positive reception, there were criticisms. One individual was
concerned that using Aboriginal language and identifying the traditional Aboriginal
owners of the SBWHA in interpretive products-as recommended in the plan-could
jeopardise non-aboriginal interests in land claim negotiations. 1bis individual also felt
there was perhaps too much focus on Aboriginal culture, and argued that Aboriginal
people had never inhabited some of the areas where the plan proposed their history be
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interpreted. Others felt that science and the importance of research activities did not
receive sufficient attention in the plan.
In addition, some of CALM's corporate executive appeated wary of the community-based
nature of the proposed plan implementation, and exptessed concern about losing control
of the project should implementation be handed over to community groups or conducted
through a community-based foundation.
Unfortunately 1iere was not time to host open public presentations for the Shark Bay and
Carnarvon communities. However, it was emphasised that the interpretive plan should be
considered a 'work in progress', and that it be widely presented to the local community for
review and comment as a first step towards implementation. At the time, the researcher
felt that it was important to get influential stakeholders onside before going to full public
presentations, in order to avoid a CALM-bashing episode and to ensure more meaningful
public input.

4.6

Stakeholder Evaluation and Reflection

Given this study is founded on the principles of collaboration, participation and action
research, at the end of the project, a group of representative community stakeholders were
asked to evaluate the project and reflect on its outcomes.

4.6.1

Methodology

The researcher asked a small selection of stakeholders to volunteer as informants for
debriefing interviews. Their responses were used to ptovide a stakeholder assessment of
the project. Questions asked in the debriefing intenriews explored the stakeholders'
thoughts with respect to:
• whose interests arc represented in the communications objectives and key messages
derived via the first round of intcnriews?
• whether or not they felt their thoughts and ideas were reflected in the communications
and interpretation plans.
• whether or not they felt the plan would be helpful, and if so, how?
• whether or not participating in the planning process affected them or changed their
view, and if so, how? and
• other comments and suggestions for the planning process.
The intetview candidates were selected to provide a diversity response, and included the
following:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

local government councillor,
local manager for CALM,
local World Heritage staff member,
professional fisher,
local tour operator,
local accommodation provider,
scientist with research interest in the area,
representative from Aboriginal community, and
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•

local govemm~11t councillor and recreational fisher.

The researcher selected people whom she perceived to be negative towards the project, as
well as those she felt would be positive or neutral. The two local government councillors
and the scientist were among the stakeholders who were upset with stakeholder discussion
document, and who were involved in the furore that followed its release. These three
informants were selected because it was felt they would provide an unflinchingly critical
view of the project. The researcher believed that the World Heritage staff, conunercial
fisher, accommodation owner, and Aboriginal community member would be fairly
neutral, and felt they would give balanced responses. The tour operator has had a long
stormy relationship with CALM, so it was believed he would respond with scepticism. In
contrast, the researcher was fairly certain the CALM Manager felt positively about the
project, and would respond accordingly.
The participants were asked to voluntecr on the basis that the results of their interviews
would become publicly available, and that although their names would remain
anonymous, a general description of their area of employment would be included.
Participants were notified of these conditions in writing, and were given the opportunity
to review and modify the researcher's transcripts of their interview before giving their
consent to its publication.

4.6.2

Resnlts

The interview transcripts are in Appendix 11. Tables A11-1-5 compare the results from
the debriefing interviews. The responses indicate that all the infonnants were generally
satisfied with the project, primarily, it appeared, because they believed the community was
widely and fairly consulted, and that the cormmmity's concerns were listened to and
represented in the final result. Surprisingly, overall satisfaction was expressed by the four
informants expected to be negative towards project. It also appeared that the informants
were comfortable with pointing out problem areas and m.i!:ing constructive suggestions
(as opposed to blanket criticisms). The most prevalent criticisms related to poor political
handling of the reaction caused by the discussion document.
The results from the debriefing interviews are presented in detail in chapter 5, where they
are discussed in relation to theory in the literature.
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Chafltr 5

OUTCOMES AND CONCLUDING REFLECTIONS

''SustainaWi!J, is better 1een as a mea111re efthe relation1hip between the community a1 leamm and their
environment!, rather than an extemalfy de!igned goal to be achieved"
-Sriskandarajah et al (1991) .
. 5:1
1:,

Introduction

In this final chapter, the project results are related to the research questions:

1. What participatory methods can be used to engage a polarised community in a
collaborative planning process?
2. What sorts of outcomes are derived using a participatory approach to
conununications/interprctive planning for environmental management?
3. What are the implications of these outcomes in relation to interpretive planning?
4. What are the implications of these outcomes to environmental management?
The following discussions draw largely ori the interview results from the stakeholder
evaluations completed at the end of the this project (transcripts located in Appendix 11),
as well as comments made during interviews for the first action research cycle and
presented in the stakeholder discussion document (Appendix 3), and observations made
by the researcher over the course of the project The interview results and observations
are discussed in relation to the above research questions, and analysed and compared with
theories documented in the literature from a variety of fields, including community
development, environmental management, interpretive planning, knowledge management,
sociology, and organisational management.

· 5.2

Out.::omes of participatory approach to interpretive planning & methods

for engaging a polarised community
Nelson and Wright (1995) distinguish between instrumenml and transfonnativc
participation. Instrumental participation is concerned with participation as a mean1 to
achieve something, such as increased project efficiency and effectiveness. Advocates of
instrwnenml participation indicate that the collaborative collection of data by both the
researcher and those who arc being researched (i.e. participants) leads to: identification of
the multiple contexts, individuals and processes at work in the situation (e.g. Parkes and
Panelli 2001); improved knowledge base for decision-making (e.g. Robertson et aL2000);
strengthened legitimacy and democracy of the decisions reached (e.g. Caddy & Vergez
2001); and greater commitment among participants to the see the plan implemented (e.g.
Eden & Ackerman 1998).
Transfonnative participation is concerned with participation as an md in itself, and is
associated with outcomes such as: empowerment of poor and marginalised sections of
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society; building of social capital, and improvements in conunun.ity capacity. Advocates
of transfonnative participation see that it delivers empowennent to the people, by giving
them the resources and power to control their own development, or in fact delivering
empowennent by transforming consciousness and making the poor and marginalised
aware of how their own views sustain their suppression (eg. Fri.ere 1970, Rappaport 1987,
Fals-Borda& Rahman 1991, Chambers 1997).
Researchers have also identified some of the pitfalls associated with public participation,
including: contention, co-option and manipulation, and stalemate Oohnson & Campbell
1999), as well as reinforcement of racism and elite control (Swanson 2001), silencing of
marginalised groups and reinforcement of local inequities (Mohan & Stokke 2000), and
inhibition of activities which threaten the status quo despite potential group benefits
{Coleman 1990; Putnam 1995; Salamon el al 1998).
These participatory effects have not been previously examined in an intexpietive planning
scenario, despite the potential for participatory planning to address the need for multiple
narratives in contemporary intetpretative planning. The following discussion describes
and interprets the instnunental and transformative outcomes of participatory interpretive
planning processes undertaken in this study, as well as the benefits and pitfalls of the
participatory methods employed.
In addition, the role of the researcher in the
participatory process is examined.

5.2.1

Inslrnmental Outcomes

A participatory approach to this project was adopted for instrumental reasons, that being
to improve the! plan as a 'product' by tapping into the collective knowledge held by the
Shark Bay community, and garnering community buy-in to its implementation. The
following describes the instrumental outcomes of the planning process, and how these
outcomes relate to the various fields of literature on participation. This discussion also
helps to reveal some of the underlying causes of the ongoing community conflict over the

SBWHA.
5.2. 1. 1 IdenJijicaJion ofmu/Jip/e contexts: romm1111ify issues and 'emotional 10,dc waste'
Shark Bay's nomination for World Heritage listing in the late 1980's was not welcomed by
an overwhelming majority of local residents, who fiercely opposed the listing.
Nonetheless, the federal government pushed ahead with World Heritage listing for Shark
Bay, albeit with concessions that pastoral, fishing and shell mining industries be
maintained within the World Heritage area, and the Denham townsite and salt mining
operations be totally excised. The consequences of forcing tluough the listing without
local community support have been far reaching: despite concessions and the years that
have passed since the 1991 listing, much of the original opposition remains, and CALM
and the local Shire continue to have serious differences with respect to administration of
the area.
Protection of areas from human interference has long been viewed by many scientists and
policy makers as having a pivotal role in conservation (eg. Figgis, 2002), and the exclusion
of people and human activity from protected areas has a long and ongoing history.
However, ongoing hostility and angst, such as that expressed by Shark Bay locals with
respect to World Heritage listing, is not an uncommon phenomenon in areas where local
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people have had protected areas imposed on them. The United Nations Environment,
Sustainable Development and Social Change programme has examined the social impacts
of environmental protection policies and initiatives in its discussion paper titled: Parks,
peopk and professionals: putting 'participatio11' info protected area management (Pimbert & Pretty
1995). According to Pimbert and Pretty (1995), the expansion of the global network of
protected areas, while making important contributions to biodiversity conservation, has
removed vast areas from human use, affecting the livelihoods and cultures of human
communities around the globe, particularly those of indigenous people. Many of the
concerns and issues raised by the local Shark Bay community are also touched on by
Ghimerc and Pimbert (1997), in their text Soda! Change and Conservation, which argues for a
radical reworking of current conservation thinking in the face of issues about conflict,
rights, power, politics and sustainability, and the failure of so many conservation policies
world-wide. According to Ghimcre and Pimbert (1997), declaration of natural areas as
"internationally important'' is irrelevant to locals if the results of such arc not discussed
and resolved with the local community, and if they do not themselves receive immediate
and quantifiable benefit from the designation (Ghimere & Pimbcrt 1997).
Resolution of conservation policy with communities is often fraught with difficulty
because members of conservation agencies and local people typically have very different
world views and priorities. Geertz (1983) suggests that fostering social interaction
between peo11le with different world views is a three step process: firstly, the depth of
differences between groups must be accepted; secondly, what the differences are must be
understood, and thirdly, these differences must be publicly formulated using a common
vocabulary. The in-depth interviews conducted during the first action research cycle of
this study relate to Geertz's first step in that they helped uncover some of the root causes
of the local community's hostility towards World Heritage listing and CALM's
administration of the World Heritage area. These causes were largely related to: loss of
control to external agents, denial of access to previously accessible areas, perceived
indifference by external agents towards the local community, and upheavals and losses
endured by community members as a result of the changes wrought by the listing.
Anxiety associated with losing control to outsiders is evident in a number of comments
from the first action research cycle interviews Qocated in the discussion document in
Appendix 3), s1Jch as "Shark Bay is losing the reasons people once loved to come here,
because outsiders are coming in and changing the place," (p. 77) and 'When new people
come in to Shark Bay (particularly those from agency headquarters in Perth) and try to
change things and make decisions without local input and knowledge, the local people get
upset'' (p.77). Fears about external non-representative interference in local decisionmaking are well illustrated by this declaration (p.76): "Government agencies must
appreciate that outside control of Shark Bay's affairs is not acceptable; locals want
empowerment and control over how Shark Bay is run-non-elected representatives should
not be exerting most influence in the community." In addition, Edwards (1999, p.382)
quotes Les Moss, current Shire President, about the conununity's perspective on World
Heritage listing, "Our view was always that local government, aware of local conditions,
could best direct our own interests. We didn't want to be controlled by Canberra and
certainly didn't want to answer to World Heritage headquarters in Paris."
Some locals also expressed concern over not being given genuine opportunities to provide
input and influence management planning. As one local government councillor stated in
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the evaluative interviews at the end of the project (Appendix 11): "the community feels
hijacked by World Heritage listing. They have been over-consulted- they have not seen
~fj1~ recommendations incorporated into previous planning processes, and feel it doesn't
1,,in~ttt:t what they say, that they are being ignored." Luz (2000, p.159), in his study on
\\9ennan landscape planning projects, found that among the public "emotional bias
\;-~sulting from previous negative experiences often represents an important impetus for
allegedly irrational reasons for rejection." Luz (2000, p.152) calls this "emotional toxic
waste" and suggests that planners consistently ignore the 'toxic waste' produced by their
predecessors, despite its ability to cause subsequent planning projects (even good ones) to

fail.
Ghimere and Pimbert (1997) touch on such issues of power and control, observing that
local communities typically have a weak power base relative to the other groups, and
therefore have little involvement in decision-making associated with protected area
establishment and management. Even when local participation is encouraged in planning
processes, they argue, 'participation' in parks management and planning is still typically
seen as a means for achieving externally decided conservation goals, and limits are placed
on levels of participation tolerated in protected area management. True devolution of
power to local communities seldom occurs because bureaucracies are set up to inhibit
devolution of power (Ghimere & Pimbert 1997).
Concerns about being denied access to previously accessible areas are also noted in the
discussion document (Appendix 3), with comments such as "the local community is
worried that more access will be lost - not knowing what is happening with the access
creates a lot of anxiety" (p.22), and "CALM needs to do a better job of explaining to
residents why they've locked up certain areas, othenvise they will continue to alienate the
community" (p.22). Ghimere and Pimbert (1997) note that exclusion of local people
from resources in protected areas reduces their incentives to conserve them. They also
note that poorer individuals, particularly those who do not own land or business interests,
are least compensated when their economic means is disturbed or halted by the protected
area. In Shark Bay, for inst.ance, in cases where pastoral stations were purchased for
incorporation into the consetvation estate, the station owners were compensated, but
station hands, shearers and other staff lost part or all of their livelihoods (although one
station hand was kept on as a CALM employee for a length of time).
Belief that government agencies are indifferent to the needs of the community are also
reflected in the discussion document (Appendix: 3), with comments such as "the otigincl
residents have been lost and forgotten in all the change that is taking place in the Bay"
(p.77), and calls for appreciation that "Shark Bay is also a place where people live-need to
find a happy medium to protect both the people's needs and the envirownent's needs in
the World Heritage area-both have to survive" (p.5). Other locals were upset with
respect to CALM's perceived disregard for locally important landmarks, such as windmills
and other pastoral infrastructure, and locally used place names. Ghimere and Pimbert
(1997) show that there is real indifference towards local people in protected area
management. They observe that parks and protected areas arc viewed by conservationists,
biologists and managers as places for plants and animals: vast undisturbed areas with
spectacular scenery and habitats for rare and important species, which should be managed
to maintain their pristine nature. These groups often fail to see that natural spaces have in
fact been strongly shaped by historic hwnan presence and ai::tivity, or that often the
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biooiversity they seek to protect may be created by anthropogenic sources (Ghimerc &
Pimbert 1997). As such, Western conservation models create "artificial, idealized
landscapes in which local people have no place," and protected area management "r:arely
begins with the notion that biodiversity-rich areas are social spaces, where culture and
nature are renewed with, by and for local people" (Ghimere & Pimbert 1997, p. 7-8).
Scientists and conservationists who recommend protected status do not need to deal
directly with local communities, nor are they accountable to an electorate; this allows them
to neglect or d.iscowit social needs or: impacts relevant to protected designation (Ghimere
& Pimbert 1997). Protected areas aim to protect natural features: improvement of local
people's socio-economic conditions is not a goal.
Other local community members reported that World Heritage listing was socially
damaging because it created long-standing divisions within the community, and resulted in
marginalisation of the original inhabitants (primarily fishers of Aboriginal-Malay descent)
- because of increases in tourism and tourism-related economy. For example, one
interviewee in the discussion document (Appendix 3) refers to the social angst caused by
World Heritage listing and outside intervention, calling for "recognition of what the locals
sacrificed for World Heritage listing, emotionally, physically and menta1ly: all the outside
government pressure telling the community what to do created some real divisions in the
community" (p.5). Such social upheavals and divisions can be par:tially explained by the
differential costs and benefits experienced by communities affected by pr:otected area
designation. Ghimere and Pimbert (1997) note that numerous social groups benefit from
protected areas, including bureaucrats, politicians, tourism operators, environmentalists,
merchants, large land owners, and urban populations, whereas weaker social groups,
particularly those dependent on r:esources within the proposed pr:otected area, are most
negatively affected by restrictions imposed by pr:otected status. Kay and Alder (1999), in
their text on coastal planning and management, similarly note that community-based
stakeholders ate most affected by planning decisions, as they typically have the greatest
amount of restriction placed on their use of the area's resources, and are burdened with
the financial and social consequences that result.
In Shark Bay, for example, locals and newcomers involved in the tourism industry
benefited, whereas the traditional commercial fishing industry experienced increased
restrictions and competition with recreational fisher:s, and therefore loss of control and
economic status in the community. Baum (1998), in his Baltimore case study on
participatory community planning, observed that planning arouses anxiety among
community members, and that communities tend to resist and avoid thinking realistically
about their problems and planning for solutions. He suggests that this is because planning
results in change, and works against the community's attempts to preserve the
"community of memory." In the case of Shark Bay, this 'community of memory' is one
of an isolated fishing and sheep fanning community, with no roads in, few tourists, and
very little influence or governance by the outside world: a sharp conttast with today's
situation, where the area sees up 180,000 visitors per year.

In summary, public for:mulation of the individual interview results in the discussion
document (Appendix 3) was a tool for helping stakeholders realise and Wlderstand the
differences between them, as per Geertz' (1983) steps for improving social interaction. It
was also a tool for revealing some of the 'emotional toxic waste' that had been created by
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previous planning processes. Not only did this provide the opportunity to air differences,
but it also paved the way to identifying conunon ground within the community.

5.2.1.2 ldenlijication ofindivid11als andprocesses at work: neJttralisingpower relations, lhe wqy lo
common grrumd
At project conception, the researcher found the stakeholders polarised roughly into two
camps, with resource management agencies and researchers in one, and members of the
local community in the other: there appeared to be little common ground between the
two. From speaking to people, the researcher also found that members from both camps
typically believed that the opposing group held very different values and agendas relative
to their own.
However the discussion docwnent (Appendix 3) and Delphi rounds (Appendix 6) of the
first action research cyde revealed that there was in actuality a substantial of common
ground between outwardly polarised stakeholders. This was apparent in the large nwnber
of similar comments compiled in the discussion document. It was also apparent in the
Delphi questionnaire results, where environment.al concerns and World Heritage
messages were given the highest collective ranking by respondents. 5 (see Appendix 6).
Common ground was also indicated in how few negative comments were made with
respect to the communications objectives and key messages (fables 4.1 and 4.2 in
Chapter 4) derived from the discussion document, and the number of individuals who
indicated that they thought all the objectives were of equal or near equal priority.
Comments made by participants in the stakeholder evaluation interviews (Appendix 11)
point to the fact that some stakeholders were unaware that that there was so much
common ground within the community, reporting: "it's amazing that you got evidence of
a large amount of common ground in town," and "I saw people were thinking very much
in line with what I was thinking ... this surprised me ... Everything fell into place after the
prioritization [Delphi ranking] was done-I didn't have to say much after that, because I
saw that most people thought the way I did."
Allen el al. (1998) describe a participatory process in a situation where conservation
initiatives had polarised local conununity members and conservation agency staf£ As in
the case of Shark Bay, the process revealed a large amount of common ground between
locals and agency staff, particufatly in their commitment to resolving conservation issues
(Allen el al 1998). Pelletier el al. (2003, p.304) also describe a participatory process
whereby a commonly expressed comment was "I had no idea others felt the way I do
about these issues." They suggest that collective discussion may be necessary for "salient
values to surface and for collective action to form around these values."
The failure of individuals to come forward publicly with opinions sympathetic to
opposing camps can be explained by social psychology theory in relation to group
processes. Processes which appear to have particular relevance to the Shark Bay situation
include 'groupthink' Oanis 1982), whereby critical independent thinking is replaced by
non-dissenting support for the views of an 'in-group', to which individuals desire
s Kay 11.:id Alder (1999) note that public participation processes used to produce and revise the Shark Bay Region Plan,
1988 and 1996, (focusing on tourism planning) similarly revealed a consensus among stakcholden; that ou:cful
management of the Shark Bay environment was essenti:il to sustainable economic dcvclopmcnt.
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membership; and coercive persuasion (Schein 1987), whereby group processes are
deliberately manipulated to achieve a predetennined agenda. Cooke (2001), in his
discussion on the psychological limits of participation, notes that these concepts
demonstrate how individuals' thoughts, feelings and behaviours are influenced by the
presence of others. He suggests that these concepts indicate problems that can potentially
arise during group interactions in participatory processes. In the case of Shark Bay, for
example, the same vocal individuals tended to dominate public meetings, often with
strenuous opposition and criticisms towards CALM and World Heritage. Conversely,
CALM staff were highly defensive, with staff tending to group together and isolate
themselves from the wider community. Staff members frequently rationalised criticisms
from the local community by stereotyping locals as indifferent or hostile to environmental
concerns. Finding common ground among Shark Bay stakeholders was reliant on
quieting of pre,·ailing rhetoric of various groups, providing a safe space in which people
could air their opinions without fear of repercussion, and supplying an anonymous means
by which people could view their own opinions in context with everyone else's.
The success of this study in identifying common ground between polarised groups can be
tied to the use of individual interviews as part of a modified version of the Delphi
technique: a method specifically designed to overcome group dynamics and to reveal
group values. The Delphi technique achieves this by avoiding face-to-face contact
between participants and ensuring anonymity of all participant responses, thereby
eliminating the possibility of either 'manipulative or inadvertent group dynamics coming
into play. Mansbridge (1994, p.56) in her discussion on power, coercion and democracy,
declares that power should not "interfere with impact of the better argument," yet notes
that this creates a dilemma in that "there are no deliberative spaces into which power does
not enter'' (p.63). The Delphi technique does however create deliberative space free from
power, similar to Habennas' (1989) 'ideal speech situation' of uncoerced rational dialogue
among free and equal participants, by creating a situation where participant comments arc
judged on merit, rather than on the basis of who made them. Using interviews and the
Delphi technique clarified community feeling about the SBWHA, and helped stakeholders
recognise that they have a large amount of common ground, including a common values
platform. It also demonstrated that the community was not as divided as was widely
believed, and provided future direction towards which all stakeholders could work.
Eden and Ackerman (1998) note that using anonymous interviews is a useful way of
avoiding 'group-tbink', and creating low key, low threat environments in which people are
more prepared to raise issues and share their knowledge and beliefs. Similarly,
Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000), in their examination of successful collaborative
approaches adopted by natural resource management agencies, note that swapping public
meetings for informal 'one-on-one' and 'face-to-face' talk with community members
created greater community enthusiasm for developing plans and generating consensus.
This is consistent with Hailey's (2001) findings that formulaic group participatory
approaches were not used by highly successful South Asian NGOs, and supports the
decision to use one-on-one interviews to collect stakeholder information for the fitst
action research cycle of the Shark Bay project

5.2.1.J Ltgitimatzy and reprmn/alion ofmnltiple commnni!J intem/a
When identifying stakeholders for public consultation, government agencies have a duty
to ensure fair representation from the affected local community, particulatly the
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"voiceless" (Government of Western Australia Citizens and Civics Unit 2002). However,
Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000) note that one of the major problems encountered in
collaborative decision-making processes 1s difficulty in achieving stakeholder
representation.
In particular, d1ey note that although open access to collaborative
planning is symbolically important, it is critical that key leaders and decision-makers
participate in order to ensure that those who will be most affected, those with most
control, and those most likely to lead to appropriate behavioural changes, arc at the table
and effectively participating and representing the community's various segments (Yaffce
& Wondolleck 2000). Likewise, E,·crsole (2003), in her examination of development
projects for indigenous Australians, notes that good faith attempts achieve participation
arc often not enough, as local P'"Jple may fail to attend community meetings, particularly
if they feel they ha\T not been listened to in previous consultation processes.
Representation by dfrerse community interests in participatory processes, however, docs
not on its own lead to l~gilima/e representation. Pelletier et al (2003) note that even in
seemingly fair participatory exercises, power influences agenda setting and issue
identification, and that not all the common interest is necessarily identified as a result, nor
the interests of all subgroups. In fact, K1poor (2002, p.109) notes that "without checks
against unequal power relations among participants ... there appears to be little scope for
prc,·enting coerced outcomes.''
The ,·ulnerability of participatory approaches to ine£1uities in tierlim/ power relations, i.e.
those between the locai community and external institutions, and therefore manipulation
by external agents for tl1e benefit outside agendas (such as coopting threatening or
uncooperative communities) is widely acknowledged (e.g. Tindall 1994, Chambers 1995,
Nelson & Wright 1995, Collins 1997). Accordingly, many researchers go to great lengths
to identify and resolve vertical power imbalances between themselves and the
communities they arc working with, by using various compensating procedures to ensure
they beha,·e transparently and self-critically, and treat local knowledge with equal or
greater respect than 'expert' knowledge (K.1poor 2002, Chambers 1994). In the case of
the Shark Bay project, this was done by treating government resource management
agencies (CALM and Department of Fisheries) as stakeholders on equal footing with
other local and external interests in the SBWI-IA. 'Ibc input of these departments was
garnered and handled the same way as the local conununity's, through one-on-one
interviews and synthesis in the Delphi rounds, followed by mrgeted meetings to hammer
out details for the interpretive plan. 'Ibe researcher attempted to emphasise that the plan
was not a CALM pbn, but rather one that belonged to the whole of the conununity
(including geographically external and internal pL'lycrs). CALM, for its part, was
committed to relmquishing control of the planning process and adopting
recommendations made by other participants. Unfortunately, because the researcher was
an official CALM employee, and because she was situated in the CALM office, many
locals remained understandably sceptical about her declared neutrality, a perception she
battled throughout tl1e project. 'l11c CALM manager noted this problem in his evaluation
interview (Appendix 11), stating that "Your association witl1 CALl\l was an issue, but you
had nowhere else to \vork from ... We need to have a physical separation between the
agency and the planner." Despite this, the researcher was apparently somewhat
com'Ulcing in iterating her neutrality, as the Abori&rinal informant stated in the evaluation
interviews that "it helped that you were new and non-biased in the area; it helped position
yourself in the research by not being affiliated with any agen.:y ."
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Participatory processes, howe\·er, have been increasingly challenged by those who argue
that the legitimacy and justness of su-:h processes is also compromised by hodz.011/a/power
relations within local communities, that the 'valorisacion of the local', contrary its aim,
almost always reinforces existing inequalities and power reLitions in communities (Mohan
1999, Mohan & Stokke 2000, Buhler 2002, Kapoor 2002). It appears that researchers
have often failed to acknowledge the role of power relations wilhifl local communities in
preventing resource distribution to and empowerment of the poor and marginalised. 'Ibis
O\'crsight has been common among de\'clopment practitioners, who have tended to view
of communities as homogenous, harmonious units, thereby masking the power relations
within (!,fohan 1999), and who have focused on consensus building. Cooke (2001) argues
that group dynamics can result in the cooption of participation to meet other agendas, and
reinforce the status quo by allowing process outcomes to be influenced and/or
manipulated in favour of the most powerful indi\'iduals and groups. In fact, Kothari
(2001) irgues that the more public a participatory process is, the more likely it is that the
power sttucrure and differential needs of a community will be obscured. Similarly,
Swanson (2001) points to the dangers of romanticising the 'local', observing that in
addition to failing to direct resources to the poor and marginalised, the historic failures of
local societies to protect civil libercics and the environment arc direct evidence of the need
to include extra-local agencies (such as state and federal government) in locality-based
planning, for the purpose of setting legal and cultural standards for citizenship, quality of
life, and quality of the em·ironment.
In Shark Bay, cooption of the planning process by local horizontal power relations was
prevented in three ways. Firstly, the concerns of externally-based interests were
accommod1ted by including agencies such as CALM, World Hcrirnge, the Deparunent of
Fisheries, non-government organisations (NGO's) and the Western Australi.,n Museum as
members of the Shark Bay community for the purposes of the study. Secondly, the
influence of group dynamics on decision-making was avoided by using face-to-face
Tbirdly, face-to-face interviews improv.:d
interviews and the Delphi techni,1ue.
community representation in thl' planning process: Wondolleck and Yaffce (2000)
obscn·c that informal 'one-on-one' talk with community members reaches out to people
who don't normally attend meerings. Evaluative interviews (Appendix 11) conducted at
the end of this project indicated that the respondents felt the loc:i.l community and other
relc\•ant stakeholders were sufficiently represented in the conununications objectives
derived using the modified Delphi tcchnigue, with commr~nts such as "[l am] impressed
with the result-it represents the community, and there is nothing here I wouldn't agree
with" from a locally-based tour operator, and "they arc very much representative of the
community-summed up very well" from a local 1;-ovemmcnt councillor. Another
informant commented on the succc:;s of the Delphi process in averting group dynamics,
obsen•ing that "It allowed powerful people to be silenced and put into perspective-they
weren't able to overpower other people's opinions. It's resulted in a better ovcn'lcw of
everyone's opinions. 'Ibis is the first time this has been achieved, because at meetings, the
powerful dr.tg everyone with them." "Jbc Abori1,'1Ilal informant similarly noted that "'lbe
approach you used has managed to en1,rage all the stakeholders in the community."
Adequate representation by maq,>inaliscd groups is demonstrated by comments from two
Aboriginal community members, one staring that the 'Aboriginal community's views arc
well represented', and the other-also a conuncrcial fisher-stating that "you've covered
most people's thoughts in the objectives." One of the Aboriginal informants also noted
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that the discussion document "gave minority gtoups input and empowerment in the
process, and took some power away from the groups that normally hold all the power."
Generally, the eYa1uation participants also felt that their own thoughts and ideas were
similarly reflected (Appendix 11).
Although there were a number of concerns about lack of political finesse (discussed in the
next section), the comments from the informants in the evaluative interviews indicate that
they felt the planning process was satisfactory and legitimate.
The accommodation
owner noted that the community "had ample opportunity to comment on what was
written in our one-to-one interdcws and in the successive documents. We were given
plenty of feedback and opportunity to comment". 1be Aboriginal informant also
indicated that the process was legitimate by reporting that ''You were sensitive and made
sure you preser\'ed our values ... \Ve were happy with how you approached us and
checked to make sure that information was correct."
Five of the seven informants
indicated that there was no need to change the planning process; the others made little
comment on the process itself, except those who expressed concern about the political
handling of the discussion document.
Another reason for ~ucccssful community representation in the Shark Bay project is that
rather than try to achieve consensus on a small number of communications objectives, the
researcher opted for a large and diverse number of objecti,·cs and key messages, which
represented the different community segments {sec Table 4.1 in Chapter 4). 'These
objectives ranged from "increased awareness and appreciation of the reasons for Shark
Bay's World Herit'lge listing," to "increased awareness and appreciation of Shark Bay's
Aboriginal culture and history," and "reduced tourism impacts on the local community."
Key messages likewise represented diverse and sometimes conflicting stakeholder
perspecti,·es, such as "World Heritage listing has affected the local community in both
positi,·e and negati,·e ways," and "contemporary Shark Bay is a unique mix of Aboriginal,
Mal'ly, European and other cultures that arose from years of rclati,·e isolation." 1\
number of authors have noted that group work emphasising consensus-based approaches
tends to silence maq,>Ulal or dissident ,·oices (Goebel 1998), and both hides and
perpetuates power relations (faylor 2001).
5.2.1 A Identifying and 1hari11g knowledge
At the start of the project, the researcher found that ,·cry few people {including CA.Ll\1
staff) had a clear understanding of why Shark Bay was a World Heritage area, and many
were unaware of the scope and complexity of environmental issues facing the area. In
addition, many stakeholders were L'lcking knowledge about the history, identity,
aspirations and concerns of Shark Bay's local people. No management plan was available
for the whole of the SB\'o/HA, and there was no centralised source of information about
the area. Also, because of the high tum-over of CALM staff, corporate knowledge as to
who the 'repositories of knowledge' were, both in the local community and in the wider
scientific community, was lacking.
As a result, the researcher was initially unable to
discern who and what was important in the SBWI-IA, information that was dearly
required for developing a legitimate, representative and locally relevant communications
and interpretation plan for the SBWHA
Seeking multiple perspectives from multiple sources of knowledge is particularly
important when dealing with environmental issues. Allen and Kilvington (1999), in their
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study on the involvement of people in environmental information management systems,
argue that because environmental challenges are complex, they frequently defy simple
solutions, and therefore can only be resolved using collaborative approaches that
accommodate multiple perspectives and use multiple sources of information.
Participatory approaches arc widely espoused for their effectiveness at drawing out and
sharing community knowledge (e.g. Wondolleck & Yaffee 2000, Allen 2001). 1be
participatory approach used in the Shark Bay project proved an effective means of tapping
into and merging knowledge pools-including biological, managerial, cultural, social and
economic-from various sources. As noted in Section 4.4.3.2, the first round of 115
interviews also importantly revealed the social contexts in which various pools knowledge
were embedded.
Snowden (2000, p.242), in his essay on the social ecology of knowledge management,
notes that knowledge is both a 'thing' and a 'capability.' He argues that because 'things'
arc easier to manage, we have tended to focus on knowledge as a <thing' that can be
managed and distributed with technology, and "caprured and codified into databases.''
More recently, he notes, knowledge has been defined in sociological terms as the human
capability to act. For instance, he quotes Da\•enport and Prusak (1998), who describe
knowledge as .1 "fluid mix of framed experiences, values, contextual information, and
expert insight that provides a framework for evaluation and incorporating new
experiences and information." In order to tap the intellectual capital collectively held in
the Shark Bay rnmmunity, an understanding of who held what knowledge was required.
Hence the first round of interviews were useful because they not only re\·ealed knowledge
(as a thing), but also who the keepers of tliat knowledge were, the keepers' associated
values and politics (i.e. the knowledge context), and who the most appropriate individuals
were for applying knowledge in different circumstances. In other words, two people
might hold similar knowledge on a subject, but it may be politically astute to consult one
over the other, based on the differential likelihood of the individuals influencing or
obstructing a particubr project 3S a result of tl1eir involvement or non-itwolvcment. For
example, in Shark Bay two rival scientists held competing vic\11s over an important topic;
politically it was critical to carefully accommodate both scientists' views in any
interptetation relating to their field of study, because ther were both highly influential
people in different realms of the Shark Bay community. 'Ibis is relevant to r-.1itchcll et al.'s
(1997) discussions on stakeholder 'saliency', which acknowledge that the significance of an
individual stakeholder in a given circumstance depends on tl1e stakeholder's power to
influence outcomes, the legitimacy of the individual's involvement. and the urgency
associated with the indh·idual's in\·okement. Because a stakeholdcr's saliency shifts with
circumstance, Gardner (2001, p.8) notes that stakeholder theorists have long had
problems devising practical guidance for detennining "who or what really counts" {e.g.
Freeman 1984).
As a result of identifying the community's key repositories of knowledge and influence
(key informants) in the first round of interviews, the researcher was able to approach
appropriate individuals in the second uction research cycle, to gather more specific
information about specific stories and places for interpretation, as well as information
about land and infrastructure management, recreation and tourism, funding and support,
and interpretive media and techniques. Approaching stakeholders for this information,
rather than rclring on external sources ensured the interpretive plan was based on
information that was locally relevant, and that reflected the priorities, concerns, and
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knowledge of those who live and work in the SBWHA. Goebel (1998, p.277) describes
the situation where participation is used as a means to respect local knowledge on equal
footing with scientific knowledge, as one where the researcher is viewed as a "facilitator of
knowledge creation" and an interpreter of complex stories. In Shark Bay, the researcher
ensured the knowledge 'created' through participation was shared equally among
participants by compiling the gathered stories into a database (Appendix 9), and
supplying the database to all project participants. She also ensured that the 'context' of
such knowledge was considered in the interpreti\•e plan (Appendix 8), by precisely
identifying the stakeholders who should be involved in implementing each interpretive
project. 1bc interpretive plan cont.ained a comprehensive stakeholder contact list, and it
too was supplied to all the project participants.
Another important outcome of the project was that simply being involved in the
communications planning process led to increased knowledge among stakeholder
participants. Five of the nine stakeholders interviewed for the project evaluation
(Appendix 11) reported increases in their own or community knowledge. For example,
they noted that "people arc now more aware of the place they live in," and that being
involved in the process has "raised people's awareness through the consultation process."
Other comments were made in relation to having improved awareness and appreciation
for World Heritage, most notably the CALM manager, who reported that: "it's educated
me-I have a far better appreciation for World Heritage" and "The results have been very
positive- when I arrived, people's view of World Heritage was zero to negative. Now
that's changing. People now have a much clearer idea of why Shark Bay i~ a World
Heritage Arca." With respect to knowledge and appreciation about Aboriginal culture,
the accommodation owner reported that "I've learned and become much more aware of
Aboriginal culture ... " Notably, the Aboriginal informant reported improved knowledge
of his own culture, stating that "l learned more about Aboriginal culture by attending
meetings and listening to ciders' stories and practices that I didn't know about before.
I've had to go back to school and relearn a lot about my culture, and certainly the
language." Additionally, the researcher observed some local community members
repeating to others the knowledge they had gained through involvement in meetings and
workshops. This phenomenon is similarly observed by Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000),
who note that as information is exchanged in collaborative processes, it becomes part of a
shared knowledge base that is 'owned' by all members of the collaborative group; as
dialogue progresses between groups, a shared opinion begins to grow.
Thus, broad involvement of diverse stakeholders in the planning process not only helped
the researcher tap into various knowledge pools and identify knowledge contexts, it also
helped meet one of the main objectives of the communications plan prior ta its
implementation, that being to improve local people's knowledge and appreciation of the
SBWHA.

5.2.1.5 Stakeholder 111pport and comn1itmml
Stakeholder supp~rt for and commitment to the plan were demonstrated by comments
made by community representatives and by community reaction. All nine of the
informants in the evaluative interviews expressed general support for the plan (Appendix
11). 'Three of the evaluation informants, the scientist and the two local government
councillors, were expected to provide negative feedback, because of their involvement in
the reaction against the discussion docwnent However, their responses indicated that
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they support,2d the plan, despite criticisms about the political handling of the discussion
document. Their support was indicated in comments such as: "This plan will help
because it gives us direction,, .everyone involved in the future interest of the SBWHA will
have something to look and refer to," and "The document is extmordinary and detailed,
and will be used for the purposes it was designed for. It's fairly user friendly and detailed
enough to be used for future planning," and finally, "I think you have overall done a good
job, which will be of benefit to the World Heritage Area."
Su;,port was also expressed by the other evaluation interviewees. When asked about the
usefulness of the plan, the accommodation owner noted that "If it is successfully
implemented, we will have a happier community; this has to happen because these are our
objecti\•es, we decided on them." Similarly, the Aboriginal infonnant stated that "From
experience I've been happy, and reports from the Aboriginal community here and in
Camarvon show others arc impressed with the work. You've lived up to expectations."
Importantly, rommih11enl to plan implementation was expressed by the local government
councillor. This is particularly significant because the cooperation of the Shire is integral
to successful implementation the project, and because this councillor and other members
of local government had at one stage been in strong opposition to the project. The
councillor's commitment is demonstrated in these conunents: "It is an extremely
thorough plan. It is a blue print-as long as we stick to it-for us to follow. It's pretty
important. The next step is to make sure council pushes it and sticks to it as with other
agencies (cg. CALt,.f)," and "Tbe plan could be made statutory if the agencies accept it;
e.g. by putting it on the Council policy agenda. The Council can breathe over CALM's
shoulder and make sure they do it. Stuff gets done then shelved; it's veiy important that
things like this arc given protection and safeguarded as tools for the community's future."
The Aboriginal informant likewise shows commitment to implementing the plan by
saying: "we need to secure funding to implement the plan and engage the relevant
indigenous Aboriginal organisations to assist with resourcing (funding and manpower) so
they take ownership as well."
Commitment to plan implementation was also demonstrated by community reaction. At
project completion, CALM, the local Shires, the Shark Day Tourism Association, the
regional development commission, the Shark Bay Chamber of Commerce and a
corrununity development funding agency expressed verbal commitment to signing-off and
implementing the plan, and discussions were underway about possibilities for handing
implementation over to either the regional development commission or the Chamber of
Corruncrcc, to ensure the project remained community-based.
Increased stakeholder ownership (e.g. Rahman 1993, Cbambers 1997) and compliance
(e.g. Davis 1996, Warburton 1998) arc commonly acknowledged outcomes of
participatory planning.
For example, the role of participatory decision-making in
achieving 'buy-in' to change processes is emphasised in Eden and Ackerman's (1998)
discourse on strategy making They argue that successful delivery of strategy is dependent
on the inclusion of those who have the power to influence strategy implementation in the
strategy-making process, and that stakeholders who are excluded from decision-making
processes are unlikely to be motivated to implement changes or solutions (Eden &
Ackerman, 1998). Allen (2001), in his thesis on collaborative environmental management,
notes that resolving environmental issues reqwres social change, which relics on the
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commitment of those involved in the change process, and which in tum is achieved when
these people participate in the negotiation of issues. Luz (2000) similarly found that
cooperation of all local interest groups in landscape planning leads to steady
implementation of planning schemes. Kay and Alder (1999) also note that in coastal
planning the community is more likely to participate in plan implementation if they have
had a role in its production. The in1portance of local support and ownership is likewise
reflected in the thoughts of one of the Shark Bay stakeholders, who noted in the first
round of interviews (Appendix 11) that "State and federal agencies will not be able to
operate effectively if they do not have local support'' (p. 76).
The evidence above suggests that participation of stakeholders in the Shark Bay
communications planning process led to community support and commitment to plan
implementation.
However, participation alone was not sufficient for achieving
community buy-in. '!be negative reaction by local influential stakeholders, precipitated by
the discussion document, held large sway over local community opinion towards the plan
until the researcher conducted a salY::i.ge effort at the end of the project.
Had the
researcher not taken the rime to strattgically present the plan to various influential
segments of the community, it is unlikely that there would have been much support for
the plan; indeed, indifference, if not outright hostility, would likely have been more typical.
That participation was effective in shaping a document which reflected stakeholder
concerns and aspiration:; was, however, demonstrated by the fact that the community
ultimately embraced the plan once they saw its final form. That a number of individuals
were surprised at the planning result, for example, the tourism associati.on, who were
expecting a 'land grab' (sec Section 4.5.3.3), and the local government councillor, who
reported chat "it's not what I expected to sec, but seeing it laid out I can sec the plan will
be of benefit'' (Appendix 11), indicates that the researcher had failed to effectively
communicate the purpose and anticipated end-product of the planning exercise. This
type of problem !ms been similarly obsenrcd by Luz (2000), who found that in many
landscape planning cases, the view and language of planners was not understood by local
stakeholders, and that the planners thcmscl\'eS were completely unaware that this was the
case. His research indicated that poor communication between groups frequently
hindered acceptance and implementation of planning projects (Luz 2000).
5.2.2

Tranifomialive 01ilro1J1es

Although the researcher embarked on this project with only instrumental outcomes in
mind, a nwnbcr of transfonnativc outcomes also resulted. Unfortunately, because these
outcomes were not anticipated, the evaluation process was not designed to identify
transformational effects in the informants, and thus there is onlv a small selection of
comments related to these effects.
Nonetheless, the unexpected emergence of
transfonnative outcomes merits discussion, particularly in light of their relevance as
precursors to the instrumental outcomes.
5.2.2.1 The importance ofbeing heard a1td enpowmne11t ofmarginalised groups

The potential for participation to empower local communities and marginalised groups
has been long touted in the participatory development literature. Many authors see
participation as tool for valuing local knowledge, and empowering local people such that
they the gain confidence needed to control agendas and make their own decisions, and
thus progressively transfonn themselves and their environments (e.g. Friere 1970;
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Rappaport 1987; Fals-Borda & Rahman 1991; Chambers 1994, 1995; Paige & Czuba
1997). Participatory action research in particular is premised on the asswnption that
"planning of a community should be by the community" (Baum 1998), and as such it
validates each person's right to speak, regardless of status, gender, class, or race.
Triantafillou and Nielsen (2001, p.82), in thci.-: analysis of empowerment and participation
techniques in Third World development, describe the most important effects of
participatory development as being "the power-knowledge relations through which the
capable, empowered subject is coming into being."
During the stakeholder evaluation interviews at the end of the project, informants were
asked how they were affected by the planning process (Appendix 11). With the exception
of the scientist, all the informants indicated that they somehow benefited from being
in\'olved in the planning process, and their answers to this question stressed the
importance of process over prod11t1. Specifically, the interview results suggest that validation
comes with being given the opportunity to speak one's mind, and that being heard is of
vital importance to community members. Informants indicated that overall, local
community members felt they had a 'say' in the decision-making. Tue CALM manager
noted that "Just having someone to talk to has helped-people have had a chance to let off
a bit of steam." The World Heritage informant similarly notes that "From the community
perspective and the feedback I've had, they feel they've had a say in how things are going
to work, rather than being imposed on." Similarly, the tour operator comments that "I
got to have my say, and that's always good for a resident who may be affected. It's
important for everybody to be able to have a say, and you've done that."
These
comments are consistent with theories in the development literature relating to the
usefulness of participatory methods in freeing 1ocal people' from the "nonnative biases of
non-locals" (Mohan & Stokke 2000, p. 252), i.e. outside experts.
Notions of empowerment in relation to the more marginalised segments of the
community were expressed by the Aboriginal informant, who reported that the Aboriginal
community has been "given a voice and empowered by contributing to the document,"
and that the process "gave us a voice, on behalf of most of the Yamaji mob: this hasn't
happened before. It gave us a sense of power; in the past we haven't been included in the
processes." Improved sense of identity and self-discovery were additional reported
outcomes. The Aboriginal informant observed that "some of our members are now more
familiar with Yamaji culture through this process," and that "I've learned more about me
as an Aboriginal person .. .I'm more confident and comfortable with myself as an
Aboriginal person, partly tluough this process. Hopefully it empowered others similarly."
The Aboriginal informant further notes that "\Vith government policies, etc., a lot of our
identity was suppressed, and we had to take on Malay identity: people started to believe
that it was true. A lot of the women weren't up front about coming out with cultural
information and sharing stories. We've had more come out in the last two years than the
last 20-we need to share these stories with our kids ... it exploded some of the myths ... e.g.
that we were all Malay, and there arc no Aboriginals in Shark Bay."
Although the Aboriginal informant in this project clearly indicates feelings of
empowerment as a result of the process, one cannot speculate as to whether or not these
feelings correlate with increases in the real empowerment of the Aboriginal community.
Parpart (2000) and other scholars (e.g. Kapoor 2002) have suggested that inequalities do
not disappear simply by giving voice to marginalised groups, and argue that Chambers and
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his proponents have too readily assumed that parttcipation can "overcome deeply
embedded material and cultural practices that legitimate and maintain social inequities"
(Parpart 2000, p.8).
Nonetheless, the feelings of self-revelation and empowerment
reported by the Aboriginal informant arc remarkable, and indicative of at least individual
transformation, if not community transformation('.
Chambers (1997) notes that
transfonnativc participation contributes to personal development by engaging people in a
learning process which increases self confidence and enables them to better use their o·-.vn
resources. likewise, the Se,ue of Place lnte,prelive Planning Handbook (Carter 1997) sttites
that although participatory interpretive planning cannot directly resolve community issues
such as unemployment, it can enhance collective ownership of the communities natural
and cullural resources, and result in increased self-belief of the community it its ability to
influence events in the future.
5.2.2.2 Trost, t1ndersla11di11g and b#ilding· social capital
Yaffee and Wondolleck (2000) argue that humans form complex binding relationships,
and that processes which build trust and mutual understanding help create preconditions
that lead to collaboration between polarized groups. Putnam (1995) describes the active
connections of trust, mutual understanding, and shared values and behaviours that bind
members of human networks together and make cooperative action possible as social
capital More specifically, Pretty and Ward (2001), in their discussion on social capital and
the mvironment, identify four central aspects of social capital: relations of trust;
reciprocity and exchanges; common rules, norms and sanctions; and connectedness,
networks and groups.
These aspects of social capital can bind like-minded people together into groups, build
(horizontal) bridges between groups with different interests, and create (vertical) links
between groups and institutions such as government and academia (Sparkes 2003). "lbe
presence of these connections facilitates cooperation by reducing the need for costly and
repeated negotiation among network members every time they are faced ,vith a new
situation. 'The lubricating role of social capital and trust in particular is well described by
one of the project evaluation informants: "They [the community] have to see that the
person carrying out the project doesn't have an agenda, then they can trust that person.
Once there is trust, people will let you run with a project, and will be satisfied that you will
do the right thing. '
The potential bonding outcomes of the project was touched on by one of the other
informants who stated that the project "will hopefully engender a sense of ownership and
pride in the community." Some of the other comments made in the project evaluation
interviews suggested the project helped build 'bridges' of horizontal understanding between
different community groups, notably between portions of the non-aboriginal and the
Aboriginal communities. The accommodation owner reported that as a consequence of
being involved in the process "I've learned and become much more aware of Aboriginal
culture and the strength of the local community's opinions." The Aboriginal informant
had a number of comments in this respect, such as ''We showed you an example of
diversity in our own culture, and let other people know about our culture in the process~ lnu:rL-:;tini,>ly, tr:m,funnative 11utiu11s ~uch as 'cmpowL'ffl1L'llt' were not considert:d or L"SJXmsed

by the rc:;carchcr over
the course of the projt'Ct {her focu~ had hc-eo on imtrumental outcomes), :md as such her rhetoric was not the source
ufthc ,\boriginal informant', musings on this topic.
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this leads to acceptance," and "I often felt isolated in terms of promoting Aboriginal
culture, [but as a result of being involved in the process} I realized how passionate others
arc about Aboriginal culture." The informant also observes that the project "has helped
me understand Aboriginal issues in terms of how they exist and affect people in Shark
Bay." An indication of the status the Aboriginal informant perceived Aboriginal culture
to have in the community before and after the project is suggested in this comment: ''We
have been ridiculed by our own and by non-aboriginal people. This has been a step in the
process: by having a voice and providing input ... 1t is comforting that people now
recognize Yadagalah as a stakeholder in the region."
The evaluative interviews also a hinted at some improvement in understanding between
the local community and CALM, thus improvements in vertical social linkages. The local
councilior's comment that "being involved in the process made me more aware of what
we have, and the complications we will have if we don't do something about it now [in
terms of managing tourism]" suggests that he had come around to understanding some of
CAI.M's concerns about the environmental damage being caused by uncontrolled tourist
access in some areas. The commercial fisher likewise noted that ''Being involved made us
aware that we can't stop tourism, but we can control it." Conversely, the CALM manager
states that his views have changed through being involved in a participatory process,
noting that "Yes my views have changed. I've realized how things can be done better in
CALM from both a planning and interpretive perspective." After the release of the
discussion docwnent, comments made to the researcher by some CALM staff indicated
that the discussion document helped clarify their perceptions about local community
concerns, and dispel some stereotypes about the community being unconcerned with
environmental issues and World Heritage values. The Aboriginal informant also made
reference to the reciprocal nature of vertical learning in the project by pointing out what
the researcher-a CALivl employee-had learned: "you've probably learnt that people not
reacting doesn't mean they're not listening... And you learned lots about Malgana,
Ymgkarta and Nhanda culture." 1bis is consistent with post-m,Jdem notions of the
praxis between participants and researchers, which leads to both parties becoming both
the "changers and the changed" (\Vallerstein 1999, p.43).
The project also helped increase internal and external connectedness and networks
between various groups as the researcher pulled individuals from different organisations
and community segments together to help devise the interpretive pL1.n. In the evaluative
interviews, the CALM manager observed: "the process of consultation and collaboration,
for example the museum meeting, gave me a chance to meet others I wouldn't have
otherwise met. It opens the door for other things. It's actually bigger than World
Heritage because it will create partnerships and projects not related to World Heritage."
He also notes that "from a manager's perspective it has been very positive. The gathering
of people for a common cause hasn't happened before." Parkes and Panelli (2001, p.
103), in their investigation into the value of participatory action research in integrating
community and ecosystem health, similarly note that the connections between groups and
individuals created by PAR may importantly lead to a "sustainable web of connections-in
and beyond the specific catchment."
However, despite the association of social capital with positive concepts such as trust,
networks and reciprocity, Mohan and Stokke (2000) argue that social capital-the 'glue'
that binds communities-can also work against the best common interests of society, by
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inhibiting activities which threaten the status quo. As such, social capital has the dual
nature of being both essential to a participatory project's success, while at the same rime
posing one of its greatest dangers, a point clearly demonstrated in the Shark Bay project.

5.2.3

Power and Pitfalls

Participatory research is founded on the acceprance that power and knowledge are
inextricably linked (Nelson & Wright 1995, Chambers 1997). More specifically, Kapoor
(2002, p.114) observes that power is inherent in participatnry development, that it
"induces power and thereby transforms those (communities, institutions) who deploy it."
Because participatory planning is lllextricably linked to power, it is open to abuse, both by
external agencies who wish to coopt communities viewed as threatening or in need of
persuasion, and by local socio-economic forces who wish to protect and reinforce local
patterns of elite control. 'Abuses' of both orders applied to the Shark Bay project. On
one side of the power struggle was a group of local influential stakeholders, protecting
their interests in the conunun.ity against outside non-representative control and
interference. On the other side of the struggle were CALM and the researcher,
representatives of external interests, who were working to deliberately sidestep the local
powerbase, in order to quiet the vocal criticism and rhetoric of some influential
stakeholders, and foster broad community participation in the planning process, with the
aim of securing support for plan implementation. Eversole (2003, p.783}, in her
assessment of Australian development projects, argues that issues over who owns the
project and who has input generate conflict between outside researchers and local people,
and that this is exacerbated by locals' "fear of losing control to rival individuals or
groups". In the case of this project, it can be argued that such control issues were the
latent causes of the reaction which occurred as a result of the discussion docwnent
release.
The offending comments in the discussion document related to the political orientation
and business interests of certain influential stakeholders in the local community.
Although these comments constituted only a few lines in an 80 page document, and
although CALM and the researcher did not consider them relevant to any of the planning
decisions that would be later made and in fact felt they were insignificant in the context of
the project, they were perceived to be extremely threatening to the individuals who
precipitated the negative reaction. Because of the anonymity of the comments, and the
confidentiality of the first round of interviews, the influential stakeholders were unable to
identify or confront those who made the comments, and therefore repudiate the content
of the remarks. Kapoor (2002, p.113) notes that while participation may facilitate local
empowcnnent, it may also generate "surveillance and discipline" as participants monitor
and normalise (through discipline} each other's behaviour. The employment of the
Delphi technique in this project prevented the exercise of such discipline. This loss of
'control' elicited a furious response: the influential stakeholders launched a vigorous
campaign against the legitimacy of the planning process and the credibility of the
researcher, an event described in detail in Section 4.4.3.3.
Although the influential stakeholders eventually came around when they saw that their
interests were served in the final interpretive plan, the perils of attempting to apply
participatory techniques that circumvent existing power relations were clearly
demonstrated. These perils are seldom identified or described in the participatocy
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literature. Four of the nine informants in the project's evaluation interviews made
reference to researcher's lack of political finesse and the need for more cautious handling
of politically and personally sensitive comments. Although the local government
councillor who triggered the negative reaction to the discussion document stated in his
evaluation interview that there wasn't a need to change the planning process and
expressed satisfaction v..i:th the planning outcome generally, he qualified this with a
number of comments demonstrating his concern about anonymous participatory
processes being used to promote political or minority views. He states: "I always had a
worry about people making confidential comments; it's OK as long as the interviewer
knows whether the inten,iewee is using the interview to grind an axe. You need to be
aware that some people aren't really genuine and their conunents reflect a hidden agenda.
The interviewer must try to eradicate those sorts of comments." 7
He further states that "Minority views might be made even though their comments don't
have community support. There's no harm putting this information in the report, but the
information must be identified as not having the majority view ... People should be able to
say what they want, but if their comments arc put into a public document, you have to be
careful as to how their views are presented."
The cautionary undertone of these
comments is explained somewhat by Kothari (2001, p.146), who notes that uncovering
the voices of the marginalised through participatory techniques can cause problems when
the "knowledge produced challenges knowledge conventions." Sibley (1995) also
observes that dissenting ideas which come from marginalised groups are more threatening
to the establishment than those which come from within, and Got!bel (1998) cites
examples from 1\frica where conflict arose because self~help committees were seen as an
imposition that infringed the power base of traditional leaders. A number of other
authors have likewise suggested that enttencl1ed social networks in communities can
inhibit activities which are beneficial to the larger group when such actions threaten to
disturb the status quo (Coleman 1990, Putnam 1995, Salamon el al.1998, Swanson 2001).
A nwnber of development practitioners and scholars argue that participatory methods
should be used to overcome inequalities in community power relations. Thomas (2000)
for example, notes that development management should use enabling and empowering
participatory methods, such as participatory action research, as management interventions
on behalf of the marginalized and relatively powerless. likewise, Brinkerhoff and Coston
(1999) recognize that development requires political intervention in the status quo. In
this vein, the Aboriginal informant for the project evaluation observes that "the
stakeholder discussion document took people out of their comfort zones-but it was clear
that the information would be used for public consumption. It gave minority groups
input and empowerment in the process, and took some power away from the groups that
nonnally hold all the power." In this light, the influential stakeholders' attack on free
expression of minority and contradictory views appears as an attempt to maintain the
status quo and existing horizontal power relations in the community. However, the
influential stakeholders' reaction was perhaps triggered in part because of another
underlying factor, one tied to vertical power relations: the realisation that their control had
been deliberately undermined by external agents with an outside agenda. Cooke and
7 Other examples of 'axe,1,.'TU'l<lini:' in the ,facus~ion <locumL'llt were not nm:ukcd upon by local inOuential stakchokleu,
po,sibly bL"Causc they mostly ttrgcrc<l CALM. who waic 1he source of 1131,,cs uf criticism in the <locumcnt. There w.is
no comparable n-action in CAI~\! ~s a m;ult.
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Kothari (2001, p.3), in their critique on participatory development, describe one of the
tyrannies of participation as the 'tyranny of decision-making and control", whereby
participatory facilitators override legitimate decision-making processes, In the case of
Shark Bay, it is possible that local elected influential stakeholders 'caught a whiff of this
tyranny in the wind, and saw red as a result
There are a nwnber of scholars who argue that many participatory processes simply give
the illusion of handing control over to local communities, whereas in actuality they arc
insidious methods of indirect control by external agents (Biolsi 1991, Henkel & Stirrat
2001, Taylor 2001, Cooke 2003). For instance, Cooke (2003) argues that participatory
action research methods designed to achieve conununity buy-in to development projects
are a form of cooption and indirect control that replicates the power relationships of
colonial rule. Cooke (2003) and Biolsi (1991) both argue that action research was
invented by John Collier (not Kurt 1.£'.vin, as is commonly believed), Commissioner of the
US Bureau of Indian Affairs, and an advocate of indirect rule. They demonstrate that
"achieving 'empowerment' through participation was ar it very beginning, therefore,
subject to the colonialist's asserted sovereign power; and the limited autonomy it granted
was a means of maintaining that power" (Cooke 2003, p.47). Thus, the authors suggest,
readjustments of power relations through participatory development are intended to
sustain imperial power. Others, such as Henkel and Stirrat (2001) compare participation
to a religious experience, suggesting that the notion of empowerment, rather than being
liberating, is in actuality tantamount to subjection, with participatory methods working to
mould individuals to take part in the modem sector of developing societies.
Similar arguments are made with respect to managerial participation. Cooke (2003, p.52)
argues that "culturalist" forms of management, such as change management and action
learning, arc manipulations of employee values and beliefs to "engender psychological
ownership" of the organisation's aims, and feelings of empowerment with respect to
responsibility for achieving these aims. However, he argues, "Ownership is ever literal,
and empowerment is permitted only in relation to micro levels of organizational process.
Broader management goals remain given and immutable, the desire and strategies for
'ownership' arc managerially impelled." The purpose of such management, therefore, is
"cooption and control, not genuine empowerment'' (Cooke 2003, p.52). Similarly, Taylor
(2001) argues that participatory processes, whether in business or development, arc mostly
employed to placate d1osc without power, while at the same time obscuring the true
nature of power relations.
Triantafillou and Nielson (2001), in their analysis of empowerment and participation, take
a more balanced position. They conclude that while critique is requited to counter the
fervour with which many development practitioners apply participatory methods, the
kinds of 'totalising' arguments made in the paragraphs above arc also disagreeable because
they discard all participatory practices as being tools of repression, without acknowlcdgi11g
the emergence of capable, empowered subjects through the participatory process,
The conflicting notions of power and participation discussed in this section demonstrate
that participation is not intrinsically 'good' or 'bad.' Indeed, one's perception of whether a
participatory process is good or bad is relative to one's position on the power matrix, and
how that position is affected at any given time by the power changes wrought through the
participatory process: change in status quo always creates both winners and losers. The
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ethical subjectivity and uncert:rinty of participation is further reinforced by argwnents
suggesting that levels of participation and rigour in participatory methods are in fact
subordinate to the personality and motivations of the researcher/facilitator in determining
the success and legitimacy of a participatory process.

5.2.4

The role ofthe facilitator/ researcher

Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000) note that successful collaboration is contingent on the
guidance of good facilitators who can manage group dynamics and deal with power
imbalances, conflict, and tough or otherwise problematic people. The authors suggest
that these facilitators must also manage the process effectively, make people feel their
points are listened to and respected, and ensure that all the issues are being covered
(Wondolleck & Yaffee 2000). The CALM manager, in his evaluation of the Shark Bay
project reflects this point in his observation that "the right person is critical .. .if we had
hired someone else it might not have worked." The researcher had entered the project
with a suite of facilitation skills acquired from previous work experience that required
negotiation between polarised stakeholders, including Aboriginal groups.
The importance of the researcher/facilitator in participatory processes is further discussed
by Kapoor (2002), who notes that participatory methods often contain no rules to gc>Yem
participant's behaviour such that a wide range of community interests are represented and
interactions between participants are free of coercion and intimidation by authority
figures. He argues that because these rules are absent, the onus is on the facilitator to
ensure free and fair representation by the community. However, this power exposes the
facilitator to corruption, and means the legitimarJ' ef the process is dependent on the personality of
the facilitator, as opposed to procedure (Kapoor 2002). Forester (1989) has for instance analysed
how information gained through participation can give planners the power to manipulate
decision-making, set agendas, and shape perceptions.
Rowan (2000), in his discussion on research ethics, argues that participatory research is
more demanding of the researcher than traditional research methods in that it requires a
"developmental maturity" whereby the researcher has sufficient self-awareness and selfunderstanding to frame their own assumptions. 8 Wallerstein (1999, p.43) notes that
postmodern researchers who seek a "multiplicity of truths from marginalised voices" have
tried to reduce the power imbalance between themselves and the community by
establishing themselves as but one player in the process, and relinquishing their power in
relation to the community's by identifying power imbalances at the outset This
relinquishment of the researcher's power to the conununity has been termed as 'handing
over the stick' by Chambers (1994). Tindall's (1994, p.155) musings on this subject,
however, setve as an important reality check:
It must be acknowledged that that the power imbalance between researcher and
researched remains, despite the use of democratizing practices and the efforts of
8

Rowan {2000) alsu not(.'S that when undt'ftlking complex participatory inquirio;, one must consider the "nt'Ccls of the
!CS(.'afChcr for tmotional support when gcning su close to other people," and that the researcher may nccJ a support
group, a supervisor or co-counsclliug to survive. lhiii was a point keenly felt by the researcher, who, bcc::iusc she had
come to know and befriend oo many in the community, suffered personal as well as professional rcpcn:u8sions in the
negative reaction to the UUll:U~sion document
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the researcher to disown and shrug off the role of expert It is the researcher who

is finnly positioned by participants as knowledgeable, who sets the process in
motion, who decides on the initial research issue, which frameworks to use, which
prospective participants to contact and what happens to the final product In the
final analysis it is the researcher's version of reality that is given public visibility. It
is not possible to achieve complete mutuality and equality.
That project participants felt the Shark Bay planning process was fair and legitimate was
probably less to do with the selection of procedures, and more to do with personal
c,pmmitment of the researcher, who, despite having instrumental motives, was dedicated
t6 the principle that those who live, work, and manage resources in Shark Bay should have
equal say in communications and ir1terpretive planning for the area, and thus determining
how Shark Bay is presented to the outside world. As such, the researcher worked hard to
ensure that the community's diverse interests were represented. Lauber and Knut (1998)
suggest that the appropriateness of participatory processes is dependent more on 'how' a
participatory technique is wielded than the choice of technique itself, which Buchy and
Race (2001) suggest depends as much on the attitudes and behaviours of the researcher, as
it does on resources and processes.
The assertion that the legitimacy of participatory processes cannot be assured through
method and procedures, and is therefore is dependent on the motives and personality of
the facilitator, leads to the findings of Hailey (2001), in his study on successful South
Asian NGOs. He found that it is not participation per se, but rather sustained, highly
personalised interactions that have led to the success of these organisations: formulaic,
structured approaches to participation were not used by successful NGOs. He suggests
that the success of these groups is tied to their understanding and response to the needs
of local communities, achieved through the building of close personal relationships with
community members over long periods of time, and the creation of bonds of trust
between key stlff and the communities with whom they work. The evidence in Hailey's
(2001, p.95) case studies shows that key decision-makers "work alongside local fanners,
care for families, walk and talk with villagers, listen and learn," and that their relationships
are rooted in the decision-maker's genuine commitment to helping the disadvantaged,
Hailey found that one of the reasons that participatory approaches were not used by these
NGOs was the perception that participatory methods are a means of imposing outside
control. In the case of the Shark Bay project, a combination of formulaic participation
and informal interaction was used in consulting the local community, which may account
for the mixed success of the project. The Delphi rounds were a formulaic approach to
participation, and indeed they were responsible for eliciting the negative reaction by local
influential stakeholders, Although a large number of benefits were derived through the
process despite the reaction, these benefits may not have surfaced had the first question
round not consisted of )nfonnal, personalised interviews (typical Delphi rounds consist of
muiled out questionnaires, not interviews). In any event, the project would likely have
failed to gamer community support if the researcher had not undertaken a personal
mission-involving more face-to-face engagement with key stakeholders-to salvage it from
the quagmire created by the negative reaction to the discussion docwnent.

In the project evaluation interviews, the CALM manager reflects Hailey's (2001)
comments on the importance of informal relations by stating that 1'The informal

86

approach to consultation seemed to work. It's important to approach people on neutral
turf, not in the office. See people on their own patch, it puts them at ease." He also
remarks on the need for flexibility (which is not inherent in formulaic approaches to
participation), observing that it is best to "deal with people to suit where they are in the
system and recognise that different people should be dealt with differently." He further
reflects Hailey's findings in noting that agency staff need ". , .a better understanding of the
politics in town in a micro and macro scale; need to know who is who and the different
entities they represent. 'Ibis project proves we need people on a salary, based locally. We
can't bring in contractors on short term- they don't know the politics and you need to
know everything to work here. Staff have to live in town: its 24 hours seven days a week,
you are always working." These observations buck growing trends in government to
outsource work to external contractors.
Huberman (1991) discusses the types of researcher-community relationships that impede
collaboration. Huberman (1991) described these as: 'hello-goodbye', where researchers
and communities meet and work together then part; 'two planets', where the two groups
have little contact with each other; and 'stand-off', where there is resentment and few
point of agreement between the two (Huberman 1991). In the case of Shark Bay, the
researcher lived and collaborated with the community for eighteen months while
preparing a communications and interpretation plan for the World Heritage art>a.
However, on completion of the plan, she left the community, and although there were
intentions to hire another coordinator to implement the plan, the funds to do so would
not be available for another six months. Once hired, the new coordinator will be faced
with having to refresh the community's awareness and interest in the plan, having to start
at square one in establishing a network of relations and trust with community members,
and having to deal with new politics and issues that have arisen between CALM and the
local community in the intervening time period. Wondolleck and Yaffee (2000) relay a
number of examples where collaborative projects have folded in absence of a coordinator,
and in the case of Shark Bay the loss of the researcher at the point of plan completion
clearly jeopardises the effectiveness of its implementation.

5.2.5

Levels efPartidpatio11 and Tmnifom1ative verms lnilmmental Motives

5.2.5.1 Level efStakeholder Participation
Authors such as Tandon (1988) and McTaggart (1997) argue that in order for a research
process to be genuinely participative, the people of the community must have control
over the whole process. McTaggart (1997), however, notes that the idea of participationmeaning to share or take part in-is problematic because it is often confused with
tilvolt'i'ment-meaning "entanglement or implication". McTaggart (1997) argues that while
participation implies ownership over the research process, involvement is open to exploitation
and manipulation. Tandon (1988) suggests that for research to be genuinely participative,
the people must have control over the whole process, including:
• a role in setting the inquiry agenda;
• participation in collecting and analysing data; and
• control over how research outcomes are used.
Participatory action research implies research undertaken i!Ji people, not on people;
otherwise the research simply reinforces the implementation of institutional policy

(McTaggart, 1997).
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Other authors (e.g. Cornwall 1995, Pretty et aL1995, Martin 1996, Parks and Panelli 2001)
acknowledge that are different levels of participation in participatory research. They
describe the relations between the researcher and the community as a continuum, based
on degrees of participation and partnership afforded to the community being studied,
ranging from cooption to collective action. These relations are depicted in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1. Types of participatory research (source: Parks and Panelli 2001;
after Cornwall 1995, Pretty et al.1995, Martin 1996).
Mode ofi
Partlci ation

lnvolvementoflocal people

Relationship of
researclT to eo le
On

Cooption
Compliance

Token representatives chosen, but no real input or power sharing
Tasks assigned with incentives, but outsiders decide the agenda and
direct the actions

Consultation

Local opinions are sought but outsiders analyse and decide on the best
course of action
Local people work together with outsiders to determine priorities but
responsibility remains with outsiders for directing the process

For/with

Local people and outsiders share their knowledge to create new
understandings and they work together to fom, action plans with outside

With/by

Cooperation
Co-learning'

Collective action

facilitation
Local people set their own agenda and mobilise to carry it out in the
absence of outside initiators, and with or without outside facilitators

For

With

By

According to these definitions, the levels of participation in the Shark Bay project wavered
between consttltatio11, coaperation and co-learning. The collective action level of participation was
not reached, because despite the World Heritage Community Consultative Committee
reviewing and approving the proposal for this project, in reality the local community did
not have a role in establishing the initial parameters, objectives, and hiring ~.e., the
agenda) for the project, and therefore did not have true control of the process. In
addition, there was no budget to hire people from the local community to assist with the
actual research process of data collection, documentation, and analysis. Perhaps if the
informants for the evaluation interviews (Appendix 11) had been aware of the potential
level of empowerment of they could have had, they would not have expressed such high
levels of satisfaction with the planning process.
Despite the lack of ttue collective action, the project evolved in a relatively organic
fashion, and its direction was largely influenced by ongoing stakeholder input. Procedures
for engaging the community were undefined at the project inception, beyond the advisory
team's decision to begin meeting ,vith stal,eholders individually as opposed to in large
groups. The advisory team also made a preliminary list of stakeholders, but this was
changed and added to on the recommendations of successive interviewed stakeholders.
Once the project had started, the advisory team disbanded and never met again.
Subsequent decisions on how input would be gathered from stakeholders were largely
decided by the researcher based on recommendations made by stakeholders; as such, the
community did dictate the terms of its participation in many cases, particularly the
Aboriginal community.
Levels of community participation varied at different stages of the project. Attempts were
made ,vithin the limitations of the project to engage the community in decision-making
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wherever possible; however, strategic decisions were made as to who and how
stakeholders were engaged at the various stages, balancing the desire for open
participation by all community members with pragmacic concems about budgetary and
time constraints (achieving large-scale participation is time consuming, unwieldy and
therefore costly), as well as varying community interest in the different aspects of the
project. Consideration was also required as to meaningful ways of engaging the
community which minimised their own expenditure of time and energy, and made it easy
for them to participate (one of the complaints issuing from the community is that they are
over-consulted-which especially frustrates some people, as they often feel thcir input is
ignored in the final outcome). Buchy and Race (2000), in their analy:;is of community
participation in natural resource management in Australia, note that typologies such as
those outlined in Table 5.1, assume that higher levels of community involvement ate
'good', and lower levels arc 'bad'. In reality, they argue, greater participation docs not
necessarily lead to more sustainable resource management because: other outside fac:ors
(eg. global markets) may have greater influence on resources than the local community,
participation may simply result in the buying-off of the local community, or community
members may choose to not be involved because of high political risk or low personal
returns (Buchy & Race 2000). TI1cy also obsctve that examples of collective action and
full community control over participatory processes are rare.
Yaffee and Wondolleck (2000) note that an essential component of successful
collaboration is the devolution of legitimate decision-making authority to stakeholder
groups; they ci~e examples of where stakeholder satisfaction with participatory planning is
linked to the level of their decision-making 'authority'. They note such legitimacy is often
lacking in traditional 'public participation' approaches. Despite the community not having
full control over the Shark Bay project, the positive instrumental outcomes of the project,
and the satisfaction stakeholders expressed in regard to the process and being able to have
'a say', indicate that the community felt this was a legitimate participatory exercise, and
that they had had sufficient dccision-m.'lking authority.

5.2.5.2 Ins/mr,;en/a/ ver111s lran.iformalive molive.s
The Shark Bay project was initiated with only instrumental outcomes in mind. At the
project outset, CALM and the researcher agreed to a participatory approach with the aims
of: increasing community support and commitment to the implementation of the plan;
building bridges between CALM and the local community; and quickly tapping into a pool
oflocal, scientific, and managerial knowledge. Some authors (e.g. Henkel & Stirrat 2001,
Taylor 2001, Cooke 2003) present arguments suggesting that instrumental intentions in
participatory projects preclude the possibility of transfonnative outcomes. Other :.uthors
(e.g. Tandon 1988, McTaggart 1997) suggest true participation and transformation can
only be achieved when the community initiates and has full control over the project.
Nonetheless, a number of transformative outcomes emerged unexpectedly in the Shark
Bay project, as described in the previous section.
It is important to draw connections between the instrumental and ttansfonnative
outcomes cf this project, and note that they did not arise independently. Common value.s,
the community's opinions, and 'emotional toxic waste' were revealed in the discussion
document as a result of community members feeling e,npowered to speak their minds.
Stakeholders were satisfied with the plan and felt the process was legilimale because their
opinions were valued, and because all stakeholder groups were given the opportunity to
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" a voice. As a result of hearing differing community opinions, it was possible to
have
incorpotate diverse stakeholder interests in the communications and interpretive plans,

therefore demonstrating reciprod!J.

T ms/ was created when people saw the process as

legitimate and reciprocal, and when they saw that they had real influence in decisionmaking (empowe1111enl). Trust made individuals comfortable with revealing and sharing their

knowledge, which led to group learning and m11t11al 1111dersta11ding. Locally relevant
mechanisms for cooperative implementation were developed through nelworkJ of
connections between st1keholders created during the planning process. Ultimately,
support and commitment to plan impiementation-the primary instrumental objective at
the outset of the project-were achieved by empowering the iocal conununity and building

on social capital elements of trust, reciprocity, common values, and connectedness.
This line of reasoning implies t.'1at beneficial outcomes of participation are not the
consequence of application of rigorons and structured participatory methods: they are the
result of personal contact and engagement, and the bonds of trust these create. Hailey
(2001, p.100) suggests diat there should be more research into "the role of infonnal
personal relations in local decision-making processes," and emphasises that ''per.ro11al
diO/ogne, conversation and disc1mio11 are crucial to the success ef1hared dedsion-n1aking. Becatm per.rona/
relatiomhips are bmed on some degree efmttl11al ajfectio11, tmst andfriendship, participation sho11/d not be
red11ced to fam111/aic procmes, bnt rather based in a ''qynamic relatio111hip efn111fl1al reipect and /nut."

5.3

Implications for Interpretive Planning

The outcomes described above have a number of implications with respect to interpretive
planning, in particular the effectiveness of participatory interpretive planning as a
legitimate and ethical means of generating multiple narratives, and the potential for
participatory interpretive planning to generate double loop lea.ming and real behavioural
change among stakeholders.

5.3.1

An ethical basiJfar generating nm!!iple 11a"atives

Traditional interpretive planning for parks usually operates within a Western scientific and
positivist paradigm. Titls type of interpretive planning asswnes that intrinsic knowledge
resides within the natural object or place being displayed, thereby implying a singular,
<correct' meaning for that place or object, typically infonned by na:ural sciences (Staiff &
Bushell 2002). Wallerstein (1999), however, comments that postmodern science rejects
the positivist notions of value-free science, researcher objectivity and authoritative
knowledge. Other authors such as Rappaport (1995) and Robertson et al. (2000) describe
the new paradigm of research as one which uses narratives and stories to acknowledge a
multiplicity of truths from marginalised voices.
Staiff and Bushell (2002), in their analysis of interpretation in national parks, argue that the
'fundamental issue' facing interpretation in national ,parks is the epistemology of
interpretive content, given contemporary challenges to science-based, Western thinking,
and the relevance of protected areas to multiple communities. They suggest that
landscapes and objects possess multiple meanings-indigenous, historic, scientific,
recreational or aesthetic-which are dependent on perspective of the viewer. Similarly,
Byrne et al. (2001} note that landscapes can be important to many different people for
many different reasons. Crang (1998), in his text on cultural geography, describes
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landscape as being inscribed by culture, a record of changing cultural values, practices and
'i), knowledges, shaped by and shaping the people living there.
As discussed in Section 2.3.2, interpretive professionals arc increasingly recognising the
need to exchange positivist, science-based approaches to interpretation for 'multiple
narrative' approaches that accommodate the variety of cultural meanings that landscapes
possess (Hall & McArthur 1996, Crang 1998, NPWS 1998, Staiff and Bushell 2002).
McArthur (1998), for instance, suggests that typical problems with interpretive content in
ecotourism include "a preference to address natural rather than cultural values" and
"reluctance to present culrural heritage as a living entity." He recommends the
broadening of interpretive content to present a range of perspectives on a topic. Similarly,
Byrne el al (2001} have recommended that the NSW National Parks and Wildlife Service
place more emphasis on post-settlement Aboriginal culture and heritage, while also
recognising the attachment of non-Aboriginal communities to landscapes. Vitions of the
New Millmnia (NPWS 1998), a report outlining a new role for national parks in New South
Wales, also argues that national parks must extend their science-based focus to include
conununity participation and stewardship, and Aboriginal, European and Asian heritage.
Staiff and Bushell (2002, p.106) identified four fundamental questions that address the
issue of multiple meanings in landscapes and the need for multiple narratives in the
interpretation of landscapes:
1. Who 'owns' the landscape?
2. How are the landscapes represented or displayed?
3. Who speaks for the landscapes and what is spoken?
4. Who is looking at the landscapes and who is listening to the speaking?
However, attempting to identify and employ 'just' processes for answering these four
questions and creating multiple narratives can prcse.nt significant complications. LeaderElliott (2003), notes that interpretation professionals are not neutral: they bring to their
work their own culrural and political perspectives. Tnterpretation is highly subjective,
involving decisions about significance and meanings of places, objects and culnue, and
what aspects of these ate to be conveyed, by whom and to whom (Leader-Elliott 2003).
On a similar note to Staiff and Bushell (2002), Leader-Elliott points out that this
subjectivity raises ethical questions about who owns the material or heritage to be
interpreted, who identifies what is to be interpreted, whose voices should be heard, and
who has the right to speak.
// The following presents a summary of Ethics in Intupretation: an A11stmlian Perspeclive, a paper
presented by Leader-Elliott (2003} for the Fifth World Archaeological Congress.
Leader-Elliott describes the traditional approach to Australian history as focusing on the
accomplishments of white male sei:tlers, govenunents, enterprise, and colonization in
general, with Aboriginal history most often presented in its pre-settlement form and little
or no attention paid to contemporary Aboriginal culrurc. This narrow interpretation of
history can be described as grand 11amitive (Lyotard 1979).
Since the 1970s, Australian museums have shifted to r,iuralistic, socially-inclusive
approaches to their interpretation of history, where "multiple narratives may be told by
people from a diversity of backgrounds" (Szekeres 1995 cited in Lcad~r-Elliott 2003),

91

helping to achieve a sense of place and local identity (Wiokworth 1994 cited in LeaderElliott 2003). Carol Scott (2003 cited in Leader-Elliott 2003), national President of
Museums Australia, makes the case that: "It is imperative that the multiple voices of a
... nation's population, including marginalized and minority voices, are gh•en the right to be
heard ... When multiple voices arc allowed, existing stereotypes are challenged and
unfinished social business is aired."

Ethical considerations with re!>pcct to how we interpret our history are of vital
importance. Viv Szekcres (2000 cited in Leader-Elliott 2003), Director of South
Australia's Migration Museum, notes that people tend to view museums as 'monuments
of truth', and as such:
'·

When visitors enter a museum, large or small, they tend to accept without
question the story or the version of the story presented to them. So when our
State Museum presents Aboriginal culture largely as a dead culture through an
anthropological view of indigenous artefacts, vety few people will stop and
question this approach. When a regional museum presents only the stories of the
local European families who were the first settlers as being the only stories worth
hearing from that region, few will ask what happened after the nineteenth century
or where did al\ the Aboriginal people go.

,,'

Clearly then, intetpretation has the power to deny or affirm people's rl!alities. It has the
power to influence what people believe about culture and history and their place in the
world. As a consequence of this power, political agendas often attempt to influence the
way history, culture and places arc interpreted. For example, the shift away from 'grand
narrative' to plwalistic history has come under attack by critics who accuse some
Australian museums of political correctness and cultural propaganda (Morgan 2001 cited
in Leader-Elliott 2003). These critics often represent conservative elements in Australian
society, among them being Keith Windschuttle, a vocal 'debunker' of Aboriginal
massacres perpetrated by white settlers, whose hostile opposition towards pluralistic
interpretations of Australian history and "contempt for social or 'peoples' history" is in
keeping with his conservative stance on Aboriginal-white relations (Morgan 2002). In
particular, Windschuttle (2001) identifies "women, ethnics and indigenes" as the
beneficiaries of politically correct history, whereas "dead white males", especially those
once in positions of authority, arc excluded. Davison (2002 cited in Leader-Elliott, 2003)
notes that many of the critics of pluralistic histories are closely linked to Australia's
conservative government; a government he believes is intent on a historical revisiollliim
tied in to its positions on Aboriginal reconciliation, native tide, and the stolen generation.
In summary, according to Leader-Elliott (2003) interpretation must
... actively involve the conununities whose cultures and places are interpreted.
Interpreters need to respect and listen to those whose lives and pasts are
inteq:,teted. They need to involve them in the dialogue about what should be
interp1,!ted, how it should be interpreted and whose voices should be heard in the
storytelling.
nThe Shark Bay interpretive planning model is· consistent with Leader-Elliott's concerns in
·that it shifts away from the visitor satisfaction emphasis typical of interpretive planning for

""
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parks and protected areas based on the US model (where people except for visitors are
excluded-see Section 2.3.2), and focuses instead on engaging the community in creating
multiple narratives to describe the landscape. It demonstrates how participatory
interpretative planning can be used to help meet the strategic goals of a corporate body
(e.g. CALM), while eqwilly meeting the aspirations and social and economic needs of the
total community whose r,lace is being interpreted. This is more typical of interpretive
plans based on the UK mode~ where countryside is preserved without excluding human
endeavour (see Section 23.2). A participatory approach to interpretive planning is
particularly relevant when interpreting areas that encompass multiple tenwes and land
uses, such as Wodd Heritage properties and UK countryside, and hence often have more
varied contemporary meaning and importance to a diverse group of stakeholders.
Most importantly, however, the Shark Bay interpretive planning model shows that
community participation can be used as a legitimate tool for developing multiple narratives
to describe 'place', and for ensuring that the voices of marginalised and minority groups
are adequately represented. That the planning process used was perceived by stakeholders
to be fair, representative, empowering, and beneficial to the whole community indicates
that the process was a legitimate, democratic, and ethical means of generating multiple
narratives for interpretation.
It also demonstrates that the process was effective at
engaging a polarised and disenfranchised community.
1his approach also transcends the mythology of wild, pristine spaces, free from hwnan
influence, by acknowledging and valuing historic and contemporary human occupation
and endeavour in these areas. This in turn can help <;top the cycle of alienation and
hostility in local communities affected by conservatior: designations such as World
Heritage, and in the long run contribute to the well-being of the affected ecosystem, as
well as that of the human communities who live, work and recreate there.

5.3.2

Do,ible-loop learning and behavio11ral cha11ge

One of the primary aims of interpretation in parks and protected areas is managing visitor
activity for improved protection of natural and cultural resources. However, in his
assessment of interpretation programs for 'ecotourists', Orruns (1996) argues that despite
increasing support and institutionalization of interpretation into park management, there
is little empirical evidence assessing the effectiveness of interpretation in generating
behavioural change. He notes that research indicates that providing individuals with
infonnation does not on its own lead to changes in behaviour (Fishbein & Ajzen 1975,
Oratns 1994 cited in Orams 1996). Rather, Orams (1996) argues that theory related to
education and learning indicates that learning occurs best under conditions of cognitive
dissonance (Festinger 1957), whereby a person is provided with new information that
makes them psycJ-..'Jlogically uncomfortable, or tluows them off balance. The resultant
psychological tension motivates the person to change his or her beliefs to be consonant
with the new information. According to Fcstingcr's theory, dissonance is produced by
four types of situations: disagreement with others, forced compliance, decision-making
and exposure to dissonant information. Notably, these types of situations are created by
participatory processes, among others. Orams also notes that the literature demonstrates
that the affective domains of emotions and values, in addition to knowledge or cognition,
change behaviour (Dewey 1933, Eiss & Harbeck 1969; Iozzi 1989). 'Ibis thinking is
consistent with Argyris' action science theory (1983, 1985), which suggests that learning
that fails to change an individual's or organisation's beliefs and assumptions is unlikely to
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res~t in behavioural change. This type of learning, where underlying values remain
unchanged, is known as single-loop learning. Double-loop learning occurs when
underlying values are changed.
That the Shark Bay interpretive planning model produced some transfonnative effects in
participants (e:<1.powerment and growth of social capital), suggests that participatory
interpretive plam:ing could potentially contribute to double-loop learning, whereby
people's governing assumptions and values are changed (Argyris 1983), leading to greater
likelihood of real behaviowal changes among participants and key stakeholders. Allen
(2001) notes that double loop appmachcs arc critical to changing people's actions \\ri.th
respect to the envi.ronment. He also suggests that while information is important, learning
that results in change will only occur if infonru..tion is supported by social capital (Allen
2001). Behavioural changes resulting from the transformative effects of participatory
interpretive planning were not assessed in this study, and this is an area requiring further
research.

5.4

Implications for environmental management

The 20th century discoveries which led to the formulation of quantum and chaos theories
exploded the positivist and essentialist foundations of modern science, by demonstrating
that ultimate reality is both indescribable and unapproachable, i.e. it is uncertain, and that
through the act of ob:;;erving, the observer becomes part of the observed system and
cannot be external or neutral (see Heisenberg 1930, and Capra 1997). Environmental
science, however, has failed to accommodate these advances (M:a.inzer 1996), and remains
largely focused on seeking positivist and reductionist sc. '.utions to complex environmental
problems (Meppem & Bourke 1999; Wallace et aL1996). In addition, the complexity of
environmental p!oblems challenges the notion that they can be resolved by 'sound
science' abstracted from the social realities within which these problems are embedded.
Hard, objective scientific facts, based on controlled experimental procedures, arc best
suited for describing simple or simplified systl!ms; they are scarcely available for
environmental policy-making, which instead relies largely on 'soft' facts characterised by
Uilcertainty, value loading and subjective interpretations. As such, "invoking 1truth1 as the
goal of science is a diversion" (Ravetz 2004). Ravetz (2004) argues that environmental
problems arc "not merely complicated; they involve subsystems at a variety of scale levels,
and there is no single privileged point of view for their measnremcnt and analysis. The
phenomena of life, society, and now the environment, cannot be captured, nor their
problems managed, by sciences which assume that the relevant systems are simple"
(Ravetz 2004).
The acknowledgement that environmental problems cannot be abstracted from their
social contexts-as they are both caused and resolved by humm action-has led many to
the conclusion that environmental management can no longer look primarily to traditional
science for solutions. Instead its focus must shift to the social context of these issues and
search for social solutions more so than the expert-driven, technical solutions which so
often fail when translated to policy because they lack broad social consensus and support9

9

1bis emphasis on the interdependence of the wellbeing of humans and their environments, and the importance of
incotpornting commcnitics and societal values in environmental decision-making, is consistent with the concept of
ecosystem health, as defined by R:ipport et al (1998).
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Allen and Kilvington (1999), fot example, state that complex environmental problems can
only be resolved by integrating multiple perspectives and sources of information using
collaborative approaches. Collaborative decision-making, consensus building and other
participatory processes are in essence formalised communication. Fazio and Gilbert
(1986), for example, suggest that 90% of all resource management is communicationfnanaging the people, rather than the resource. Tbis emphasis on participation and
communication among diverse stakeholders or 'extended peer communities' (Ravetz
2004) as a means of invoking plural and legitimate knowledges and perspectives as a way
of dealing with the subjectiveness and uncertainty of complex science-related issues, is
'formulated in Funtowicz and Ravetz's (1992, 1993, 1994) and Ravetz's (1999) notion of
. post-normal science. Parallel to the notion of post-nonnal science is the transdisciplinmy
approach to sustainability defined by Meppem and Bourke (1999), and informed by
communications planning theory, ecological economics, critical theory, and postmodern
philosophy. Meppem and Bourke (1999) note that attempts to rely on 'technofix'
approaches to environment.al problems, despite the confusion fostered by multiple and
contradictory interpretations of science and notions of sustainability, have resulted in an
'impotent politics', ineffective environmental policy, and an inoperable concept of
sustainability. They argue that attempts to resolve the global environmental C!1Sis, as
initiated by the Brundtland Commission (WCED 1987), are being hindered by heated
debate among conflicting groups (environmentalists, scientists, economists) as they
compete to devisl! a universal, instrumentally rational definition of sustainability. Tbis
attempt to define sustainability in positivfatic sense will not succeed, as the 'abstract
certainties' relied upon by disciplinary approaches ate mythkal, and consensus among
competing disciplines impossible (Meppem & Bourke 1999).
Sustainability, Meppem and Bowke (1999) argue, simply represents the 'contested ground'
between environment.al, economic and other interests. They suggest the notion of
trandisciplinary snslai11abilfty as an alternative, one that is context dependent and defined
through participatory prc..:esses whereby representative community stakeholders negotiate
a position on the contested ground between environmental and economic interests to
generate a reflexive conception of sustainability. Sustair!ability in this sense reflects the
multiplicity of social values, knowledges and interests embedded in the particular
community affected by the policy-making. Thus transdisciplinary sustainability views
'meanings' (of concepts sui.:h as sustainability) as highly negotiable, value-laden and
context dependent. It requires a communicative planning approach which focuses on
social relations and using discourse to uncover the values underpinning various
arguments. In contrast, instrumentally rational disciplinary-based planning approaches
focus on cause and effect, and finding mea11s to achieve ends. The instrumental paradigm,
however, assumes that th-:re is an objective reality and that problems can be resolved by
revealing tmths using positivistic techniques (Meppem & Bourke 1999).
The need for such a transdisciplinary approach reverberates in the work of Allen (2001),
who observes that ''Natural resource management issues are not characterised so much by
problems for which an answer must be found, but rather by issues which need to be
resolved and will inevitably require one or more of the parties to change their views.
However, effective social change requires the commitment and understanding of those
involved in the change process" (Allen 2001, p. 3.10). Yet as Hajer (1995) argues,
environmental policy making often neglects the entire agenda of social change which
parallels the process of defining environment.al problems. Despite the demonstrated
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importance of social capital in facilitating the collaboration and social change necessary for
resolving environmental issues 10 (Yaffee & Wondolleck 2000, Allen 2001, Pretty & Ward
2001, Sparkes 2003), its role in environmental management planning has often been
similarly ignored. With particular reference to coastal planning, Kay and Alder (1999)
note that the social dimension is often an afterthought, with emphasis phiced instead on
the more easily dealt with technical and scientific aspects.
The implications of neglecting social capital considerations in environmental planning are
illustrated Figure 5.1, which outlir:.e5 a conventional, non-participatory planning approach
to environmental management, focusing on protected area establishment, and the effects
of such a planning process on socinl capital, and thus the efficacy of environmental
management .initiatives. The various steps in the planning process fail to generate the
social capital needed to effectively implement environmental management
recommendations produced by the planning exercise, and in fact actually create 'negative'
social capital, or 'emotional toxic waste' (Luz 2000) by inciting resentment and anger
among community members, such that: environmental issues remain fraught with
contention, environmentally damaging behaviours are not halted, and support for
conservation is not fostered. The perils of such 'top-down' management approaches are
similar\ noted by Kay and Alder (1999), who suggest that government agencies
attempting to impose their ideas on those affected by policy-making can often do more
hann than good.

('-

This study has demonstrated that participatory communications/inteq,retive planning can
be used as an intervention to create and repair social capital when relationships between
.- management agencies and local communities have been damaged by past environmental
planning exercises and the estabfuhment of protected areas. In light of the outcomes of
this and other participatory studies, a reconfiguration in the environmental planning cycle
defined in Figure 5.1 is proposed for consideration. Figure 5.2 presents an alternative to
conventional planning models where interpn:tive/communications planning is focused at
the c:nd of the planning cycle. In this proposed case, a participatory communications and
interpretive planning exercise, such as that used for this study, is initiated at the start of the
planning cycle, prior to undertaking other aspects of environmental management
planning. Figure 5.2 illustrates how this approach fosters the creation of social capital in
the affected community-in the form of trust, mutual understanding, reciprocity, common
values and netwo_ks of connections-before the management agency attempts to engage

\',

to Pretty and Ward (2001), in their discwsion on social capital and the environment, report that catchment management
programs fotUsing on 'micro-catchments' not more than several hundred hectares in size, where the people all know
and hu!I ,ach ofkr, have had 'cxtrnordinaty' uptake and success.

96

CONVENTIONALNON-PARTICIPATORY PLANNING CYCLE
Planning action

Effects on social capital & envro!Tilefltal management
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or special status
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management
plaTng

Management option,
presented to publi>
torcanmert

lmpcrlantfeat,.,-es identified
Jrfonmtion shared among soiertists and poli,y-makeo;:
• No ocmmunl:y involvemert

Protected area estat:listied
Communl:y consulted, b\t with liml:ed control over 1inal
decisions.
Urbanites, sciertists. en\llronmertalists, and passive outdoor
recreationalists largely s.tistied
Mxed feelings in looal oonrnunities: many groups and
individuals are unhappy or resentful
Experts, sci Enlists empoyed to de•,elop craft pl:;n
Objectives and option, beneficial to the mand.te ofthe
management agency devised
Little orno corrrnunify invotl/ement; linited awareness or
consideration of ccmmunly's socio-~onom~ needs: and wants

Commu,ity asked to comm Ent in p.,tli c meetings,
worksf-ops, or sl.l"veys
• No or lltleface-to-face cortact: rel.tionships net established
• Input net represent.tive or fegiim.te

Public input
considered;
management plan
produced

Pub Ii c i rpul ccnsidered by experts/sci Enli sis and accepted
'hhere comp.title \lith man~ementagency's 90als
Plan widely distributed among sciertists and poli,y-makeo;:
PR launch for plan, but ocmmunl:y remains largely unaware of
plan outccme
Communl:yfeelstheir irterests and inp\t poorly represented
Communl:y becomes resist art and resertful: emetional toxc
waste develops

Management action
to resolve humanrelated issues

Little social captal avail atl e to v.ork with: emotionai toxic
waste prevails
Communl:y unaware of or urconcemed about environmentally
damaging a:cth.ti:ies
Oamaging activities create manag<ment problems
Communl:y not stewarding their own lands or prctected area:
Communl:y uninvolved in management action

lnterpretlvekonrnuni
cations plan
supporting. objECtlves
of management plan

High managa:nent costs formanagemert agercie.s
Low communl:y and poliical suppon forconserv.tion
Messages toutirg objectives of mamgement pan, me..-rt to
persuade theptblic to accept ~ency's pcint of view
One way communioation: poor Uftake of info by communl:y
Communl:y's values don~ change

CommunC!f behaviours nrnain umh:anged: damaging activty
and poor stewardship continue
Communl:y and poll:ical suppon foroonserv.tion remain low

Figure 5.1. The effects of a conventional, non-participatory planning cycle on
social capital and environmental management.
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COMMUNICATIONS-BASED PLANNING CYCLE

Planning action

Effects on social capital & enuirom:iental management
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A:M,e, knowledge and stories collected, reflecting the
interests, viewpoints:. 8c expertis-e of multiple groups
l<nowledge shared with all stakeholdern:: group learning,
increased mutual understanding

Plan distribcted to all stakeholdern:: ccmmon ownership of
infonnation
Stakeholders begin to change their v.,Juu: they are
transformed, m3rginal groups empowered
Reoiprooly1urther demonstrated: tNst, ne:works, shared

values, and collaboration >l<ills build even further

...
I
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Initiated
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management
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Groups learn to worktoge:her
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Communly idently and pride strengthened
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Success and reciprocity dunonstrated
Capacityto collaborate strengthens
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Stakeholders collaborae to de:,ide on protected and special
management areas, managemert planning and a::tion
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Self policing by ccmmunly and policing of ether people's
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Lowered management casts 'for ageroies
Commonly and polkical support for conservation :action.

Figure 5.2. The effects of a communications-based planning cycle on social
capital and environmental management.
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the community in tackling the more difficult and controversial issues associated with
protected area establishment, resource use, and restriction of human activities. Deciding
on conununity and stakeholder-based objectives for interpretation and other
communications is a comparatively easy exercise, and one which helps generate
understanding and common aspirations to serve as the foundation for future decision.making in the community. Once this foundation of social capital is established, it is
proposed that cooperation between the community and management agencies will be
made easier, and decision-making facilitated.
The key aspects of the communications-based planning model in Figure 5.2 are
continuous participation and demonstrated reciprocity by stakeholders in all steps of the
planning cycle. Wondolleck and Yaffoe (2000) identify early, frequent and ongoing
involvement of stakeholders as key components successful collaboration; they also note
that stakeholders should be invited to the table at the outset of any project, and present a
number of case studies showing that community outreach is best done before plans are
launched, not after. Kay and Alder (1999) also emphasise the importance of consulting
the community on all aspects of the planning process. Axelrod's (1984) seminal analysis
of "durable iterated Prisoner's Dilemma" simulations identified reciprocity-engaging in
activities which are mutually beneficial--as the key to developing cooperative relationships
between parties. Reciprocity develops via recurrent events whereby cooperation is tested
and confirmed by opponents-thus adequate time frames are required for reciprocity to
develop. Therefore, the more frequently people interact, the more likely they are to
engage in cooperative behaviour. Axelrod (1984) also suggests that teaching people to
care more about each other and practice reciprocity can help produce cooperative
behaviour. The nature of such reciprocity in environmental management planning is
captured by Christensen el aL (1996) who state that "Concems such as the rights of
private property owners and local loss of jobs is unlikely to diminish, and ecosystem
management must include strategies that deal positively with those concerns."
Reciprocity also focuses on relationships and the bonds of trust that are created between
individuals, pointing to the importance of sustaining the presence of planning facilitators
and other key decision- makers in the affected community, and the continued
involvement of these individuals in plan implementation.
It is crucial, however, that environmental managers do not see participatory planning as a
means of persuading other stakeholders to become more like 1us1. Wondolleck and Yaffee
(2000) present a number of case studies that indicate that successful outreach programs
are not public relations exercises with one-way flows of information, rather they involve
two-way flows where citizens learn about the plans of an agency, while the agency learns
about the interests and aspirations of the public (Wondolleck & Yaffee 2000). The
collaborative process should be seen as a medium through which participants develop
mutual respect for diverse perspectives and through which all participants change as
individuals; in doing so, the community is empowered to develop vision, change itself, and
define realistic solutions to its problems (Page & Czuba 1999).

5.5

Conclusion

This project has demonstrated how a participatory approach to communications and
interpretive planning, using the tools of equitable engagement, negotiation and
participation, can be used as an ethical means to develop multiple narratives for
interpretation, and to infonn environmental management In particular, the model
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proved to be a useful technique for: surfacing community issues and 'emotional toxic
waste', quieting the rhetoric from dominant conflicting parties, identifying common values
and community aspirations, garnering knowledge in its socio-political contexts from
multiple sources (identifying 'who and what' is important), equalising power relations
between community segments, empowering marginalised community members, creating
social capital, and generating support and commitment to plan implementation.
The study also demonstrated the vulnerability of participatory processes to cooption and
manipulation by powerful stakeholders, and the crucial role of the facilitator in preserving
legitimate process and managing these pitfalls to ensure that participation results in
positive rather than negative outcomes for all those involved. It also demonstrates that
the success of participatory processes relies more on the creation of rehtionships between
stakeholders and facilitators than on the application of formulaic group techniques used to
garner public input.
Importantly, the study also suggests an alternative to conventional environmental planning
models (where interpretative planning is largely undertaken at the end of the planning
cycle) in which communications and interpretive planning are initiated prior to other
planning steps, in order to build the social capital necessary for effective collaboration
between management agencies and the local community in future decision-making related
to more contentious issues, such as protected area establishment and access restrictions.
This approach is also useful as an intervention to repair or create social capital in areas
where relations between the community and management agencies has been damaged by
past planning and management activity.
A communications-based approach to environmental planning is consistent with notions
of post-normal science, ecosystem health and transclisciplinary sustainability, whereby
environmental management Wgets and sustainability definitions are negotiated with the
affected community, such that the community's knowledge, aspirations and socioeconomic interests are considered along with environmental concerns and 'expert' advice.
As social capital builds through the process of collaboration and negotiation, community
members and environmental managers alike begin to change their beliefs and values: this
may result in the double-loop learning needed for long-tenn positive behavioural change,
the primary goal of environmental communications and the ultimate perquisite to
resolving environmental issues. Tbis is an area clearly requiring further research.
To quote Allen (2001, p.2.9):
There is now a recognition that constructive change can only happen and be
sustained if the people involved are included and empowered to make decisions.
People's participation, the integration of the efforts of institutions and improved
flows of infonnation are indispensable to the building of real and lasting capacity
for sustainable human development
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